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Abstract
Research shows that 50-80% of college students are exploratory/undecided or appear as
declared and will change their major at least once. Although higher education institutions have
developed and implemented several initiatives to assist students with selecting an academic
major, students are struggling to reach this milestone. According to Gebhard (2015), real-world
and experiential opportunities successfully prepare students to select an academic major.
Thus, the purpose of this qualitative exploratory study is to describe in-depth a phenomenon: how
a service-based experience, offered through an Alternative Breaks (aB) program may prepare
student participants for the selection of an academic major. The study will focus on the
Alternative Breaks program in a four-year college (FYC). The conceptual framework guiding
this study and supporting the need for real-world and contextual experiences are Astin’s I-E-O
Model, Reyes’ Three Areas of Focus, and Hansen’s Integrative Life Planning. Data for this
qualitative exploratory study was collected using a semi-structured interview and a survey
designed specifically for this study. The target population for this study was n=6 aB participants
in a FYC between the ages of 18-22, who participated in a five-to-ten day, local, national or
international aB Spring break in 2019. Data was analyzed through Braun and Clark’s (2006) sixphases of thematic analysis. Student participants found the aB experience to be relevant to their
personal life-giving them purpose and applicable to their professional life exposing them to fieldknowledge. They also indicated that they were exposed to soft and hard skills as well as careerrelated abilities. The participants indicated the experience supported their career interest. The

x

study highlighted the significance of utilizing a service-based experience offered by programs like
aB, among others, as a career development strategy.

xi

Chapter 1: Introduction
The United States workforce has changed in the 21st century. This change has led to the
realization that there is a link between the U.S. economy and the potency and ability of the
country’s current and future workforce (Clagett & Nguyen, 2014). Consequently, institutions of
higher education within the U.S. have witnessed an increase in general enrollment (Pellish, 2014).
The benefits of such educational attainment are widespread. Not only is the acquisition of a
higher education degree seen as a means of getting a better job, but also better pay (Selingo,
2015). According to 2008 U.S. Census data, individuals with a bachelor’s degree earn
approximately $26,000 more than workers who only earned a high school diploma. Additional
benefits of earning a higher education degree and doing work that aligns with the earned degree
include higher self-esteem (Bowes, 2016), as well as psychosocial stability and an overall
increase in life satisfaction and happiness (Dishman, 2015).
As a result of the increased value placed on higher education, colleges and universities
often experience elevated levels of institutional and state-wide pressure from multiple sources
(e.g., parents, legislative, corporate.) for workforce development. Higher education institutions
(HEIs) are tasked with reviewing best practices and addressing current potential threats to degree
completion. While there are countless reasons why students do not persist, HEIs are encouraged
to show institutional commitment by developing strategies and programs to support students in
their academic journey and completion of their degree. This study suggests that one approach to
demonstrate institutional commitment as suggested by Tinto (1975), is to encourage student
persistence by focusing on the process of selecting an academic major.
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A focus on student persistence for HEI often translates to a strategic plan or policies that
will minimize current dropout rates for students who are unsure about their academic major.
Although higher education enrollment has increased, dropout rates in many areas of the country,
have never been higher (Pellish, 2014). High dropout rates at some Florida universities threaten
Florida’s Performance-Based Funding model metrics (p.52) and decrease educational and
employment opportunities available to students. Additionally, a high dropout rate will impact a
students' ability to reach degree completion, thereby receiving the necessary credentials for many
specialized employment positions.
This study suggests that the process of selecting an academic major is essential to student
matriculation and should be of focus for higher education administrators. Assisting students with
the selection of an academic major allows students to identify a degree program and work toward
degree completion promptly. As such, a successful academic match is the first step toward degree
completion, significantly impacting retention within the desired 4-to-5-year range (Pargett, 2011).
The realization that exploratory/undecided students are challenged with an uncertainty that
may detour them from degree completion and added pressure from legislative mandates and other
sources to increase retention and completion rates of students, academic leaders are beginning to
focus efforts on the exploratory/undecided student population. These students often self-identify
as exploratory/undecided, thereby indirectly requesting assistance with selecting an academic
major. The realization that exploratory/undecided students are challenged with an uncertainty
that may detour them from degree completion has led to HEIs directing their efforts toward this
population to improve graduation rates. According to Gordon (1995) and Nelson (2013), a
majority of higher education students, 50-80% of students enrolled in higher education (i.e., in
some institutions), express uncertainty about their primary area of interest they would like to
study by either identifying as an exploratory/undecided student or changing their major at some
2

point during their enrollment. These findings suggest that more than half of the enrolled student
population are in college with some level of uncertainty about the degree they hope to attain.
Further, a student who is uncertain of their academic major often has unclear academic goals, a
factor that can lead to dropping out (Tinto, 1975). Regardless of the path that led these students
to become exploratory/undecided, this factor is a driving force in efforts to identify solutions for
this vulnerable population.
While exploratory/undecided students are vulnerable to leaving college, they are not at a
higher risk of dropping out in comparison to declared students (Spight, 2018). This study
acknowledged that starting higher education as exploratory/undecided versus declared indicated
no difference in college persistence nor degree completion within four years (Spight, 2018).
While exploratory/undecided students are not at a higher risk than their declared peers, identifying
as exploratory/undecided implies that students have not yet established the discipline they will
pursue or degree they will complete. Moreover, research indicates only 37.1% of students
graduate in the ideal four years, and fewer than 60% graduate in six years (Knapp, Kelly-Reid, &
Ginder, 2012). This research highlights the need to examine the factors that impact this
population.
Another population deemed vulnerable are students mislabeled with a declared major that
does not accurately depict their direction. The current study referred to these students as
spuriously-declared. Students belonging to this category need guidance and resources but are
often overlooked. Research demonstrates that less than 10% of first-year students who have a
declared major have enough information about their intended major (Erickson & Strommer,
1991). Equally important to note is that over two-thirds of entering students change their major
on their freshman year (Cuseo, 2005; Kramer, Highley, & Olsen, 1993) and only one senior out of
three will major in the same field they chose as a freshman (Willingham, 1985). Inevitably, the
3

number of students uncertain of their academic major increases during the first two years of
college (Tinto, 1993). These findings suggest that exploratory/undecided students are not the
only group needing guidance in the process of selecting an academic major—it is likely that
spuriously-declared students, are mislabeled and need assistance as well.
Selecting and completing an academic program is crucial for all students, whether
exploratory/undecided or declared. The similarities between exploratory/undecided students and
spuriously-declared students are significant. Both populations need guidance and exposure to
resources to ensure they are equipped to reach career maturity and make an informed decision.
The difference between these groups lies in the external pressure students experience from
administrators, parents, and friends (Grites, 1981). While spuriously-declared students are often
in the shadows, they are less likely to feel the pressure often placed on exploratory/undecided
students. Conversely, exploratory students may receive additional exposure and access to
resources as they are more easily identified. Notwithstanding, undecided/exploratory and
spuriously-declared students may face many challenges including (a) a lack of motivation to reach
career maturity (Gordon, 2015), (b) a mismatch in their course selection (Spight, 2018), and (c) a
lack of interest in social interactions (Tinto, 1975).
Not selecting an academic major may impact a student’s motivation to reach career
maturity. Career maturity is often referred to as career readiness (Perry, S. R., Cabrera, A. F., &
Vogt, W. P., 1999). Career readiness requires foundational thinking and performance skills,
learning strategies, and content knowledge, among other things (Conley, 2012). The current
study suggested that for college students to work toward reaching career readiness, they must
identify the academic major and/or career they seek to focus on, in preparation for entering the
workforce. As such, being exploratory/undecided may hinder career readiness. Students may
lack career readiness and suffer from indecision for many complex and varied reasons (Gordon,
4

2015). Though researchers have developed several categorical variables to explain indecision,
these can be summed up by Hacker, Carr, Abrams & Brown’s (2012) derivative of the Career
Indecision Profile (CIP). Hacker’s et al. (2012) CIP measure, includes neuroticism/negative
affectivity, commitment anxiety, lack of readiness and, interpersonal conflicts. Hacker’s et al.
(2012) variables, in addition to information deficit (Kelly & Lee, 2002), encompasses the most
commonly identified reasons for indecision and lack of career maturity. Recognizing students’
reasons for indecision is then the first step for strategically assisting them with reaching career
maturity and selecting an academic major.
When students do not select an academic major, this may impact their academic system,
specifically their Grade Point Average (GPA) and degree completion. Research indicates that
students who do not have an identified major are likely to enroll in classes that do not correspond
with their interests and skills, thus affecting students’ academic performance and damaging their
GPA (Spight, 2018; Astin, Vogelgesang, Ikeda & Yee, 2000). Conversely, research reveals that
students who have an identified academic major of interest earn higher overall GPAs (Tracey &
Robbins, 2006; Astin, Vogelgesang, Ikeda & Yee, 2000).
Not selection a major not only impacts a student’s GPA but may also affect a student’s
progress toward degree completion. If students delay in their identification of an academic major,
there is no assurance that the classes they take will meet the requirements for the degree program
they will select. While some courses are general requirements, mathematics and sciences are
major-specific; taking the wrong mathematics and science sequences may delay the successful
completion of requirements needed for specific fields. Additionally, many researchers have found
congruence between having an established academic major and the prediction of persistence
(Graunke, Woosley, & Helms, 2006; Robbins & Allen, 2010; Tracey & Robbins, 2006). The
congruence between selecting an academic major and persistence prediction may be the result of
5

students setting goals and developing an implementation plan (Galotti et al., 2006). Only when
students select an academic major, are they able to implement a plan of action towards degree
completion.
While research suggests there is no significant difference in the on-campus extracurricular
involvement of exploratory/undecided students versus declared students (Lewallen, 1995),
ensuring students increase their level of involvement on campus, may have an impact on students’
social system and persistence (Kuh, 2008). Conversely, promoting extracurricular involvement
may affect exploratory/undecided and declared students’ motivation to seek help and take steps
toward selecting an academic major. Phillips and Bruch (1988) found that shy students are less
likely to seek career information and engage in career exploration activities. Encouraging
students to connect with peers, faculty, and the community, through enriched experiences may
minimize anxiety related to social interactions, and consequently lead to proactive career
exploration. Moreover, connecting with peers, faculty, and the community may lead to an
increase in self-esteem and a sense of belonging (Schlossberg, 1989; Astin, Vogelgesang, Ikeda &
Yee, 2000; Lee, 2009), all factors essential, when the intent is to motivate students to take action
toward the selection of an academic major.
Historically, there are conflicting perceptions about the exploratory/undecided student
status. Many researchers and administrators proposed that indecision was a sign of psychological
dysfunction requiring serious intervention (Hartman & Fuqua, 1983). Other researchers purport
being an exploratory/undecided student is normal developmental behavior (Titley & Titley,
1980); such behavior is a normal part of being a college student (Grites, 1981). Though research
is conflicting, there is some level of agreement on the preference of students selecting an
academic major as early as possible (Spight, 2018). Texas State Higher Education Commissioner,
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Dr. Raymund Paredes (2011) reiterates that research at the national level indicates the sooner
students select an academic major, the more likely they are to graduate (Mangan, 2011).
Higher education institutions do implement several programs to assist students with
selecting an academic major, including specialized advising for exploratory majors, career
services, parent programs, degree audits, and early warning systems (Pendakur, 2014; Galotti et
al., 2006). In addition to providing students with specialized programs aimed at assisting them
with selecting an academic major, HEIs are educating students on how to independently engage in
the decision-making process. Literature suggests that commonly used strategies include goal
setting, the gathering of information, and the identification of one’s decision-making style. As a
result, students are encouraged to set goals and consider realistic, desirable outcomes (Galotti et
al., 2006; Gebhard, 2015), gather information by reflecting on their interests (Gebhard, 2015),
acknowledging misconceptions (Selingo, 2017) and identifying their decision-making style,
which may consequently offer insight about how to best make career-related decisions (Galotti et
al., 2006).
Selecting an academic major is a college and life milestone. Assisting students with
selecting an academic major is a priority if higher education institutions intend to ensure that
students are on track, completing program requirements, and graduating career ready
Statement of Problem
According to Gordon (1995) and Nelson (2013), 50-80% of college students are either
exploratory/undecided or change their major at least once during their time in college. More
specifically, Cuseo (2015) insists that assuming students who enter college as declared are
decided, is erroneous. More accurately, about 75% of students entering college are
exploratory/undecided, some of which are tagged as declared (Cuseo, 2015).
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Cuseo (2005) acknowledges final decisions about academic majors are often not made
before students enter college instead, during the college experience. The realization that
decisions about academic majors are made while students are enrolled in college: (a) increases
the level of responsibility on higher education institutions to exhibit institutional commitment
and successfully assist students with selecting an academic major, while (b) supporting enrolled
students in their exploration of academic majors, is acceptable and encouraged (Cuseo, 2005).
Although exploring options before selecting an academic major is encouraged, students must be
successful in this process. An extended delay may hinder students in their matriculation toward
graduation.
Despite the resources offered to students in higher education institutions to assist them in
the process of selecting an academic major, dropout rates remain at unacceptably high levels
(Pellish, 2014). This data suggests a need for more effective strategies. According to Gebhard
(2015), real-world and experiential opportunities is one strategy that can successfully prepare
students to select an academic major.
This qualitative exploratory study examined an experiential, service-based approach for
assisting college students in the selection of an academic major. Specifically, this study looked
at the experience gained through Alternative Breaks (aB), a program (i.e., available in over 220
HEIs nationwide) purported to equip students to successfully engage in the academic decisionmaking process. Despite the fact, the Alternative Breaks program was not originally designed to
assist students in the selection of an academic major, the goals and objectives found at the center
of the program (see Table 2, p.32) reflected skill development that may lead students to select an
academic major. Electing an academic major after participating in an Alternative Breaks project
was assumed to be a potential outcome of the experience.

8

Purpose of the Study
This qualitative study sought to explore how a service-based experience, offered through
Alternative Breaks (aB), might prepare students for the selection of an academic major. The
study focused on the Alternative Breaks program in a four-year college (FYC). First, the study
explored students’ perceptions of the relevance of the aB experience on their personal and
professional lives. Second, it sought to identify the knowledge and skills students describe being
exposed to through aB. Lastly, the study investigated how the aB experience may prepare
students for selecting an academic major.
The following research questions guided this study:
1. How do aB students in a FYC describe the relevance of the program to their personal
and professional lives?
2. What knowledge and/or skills do students in a FYC describe, as having been exposed
to, through the aB program?
3. How do aB students in a FYC explain the influence the program has on their academic
major selection and career exploration?
Conceptual Framework
No theoretical frameworks were found to address the ways service-based experiences may
prepare students for the selection of an academic major. While aB is not designed for major
and/or career exploration, Astin’s (1993) I-E-O Model informs the concepts of the current study
providing a structure for this phenomenon.
According to Astin’s (1993) I-E-O Model (Figure 3 below), the input (I) and environment
(E) variables act as independent or exogenous variables while the outcome (O) variable is
dependent. Further, input variables are referred to as controlled variables, while environmental

9

variables are referred to as educational experiences or programs.

In this model, the arrows

depict the relationship between the three types of variables. The emphasis, however, is placed on
the environment variables and outcome variables. The purpose of Astin's (1993) I-E-O Model is
to measure relevant input characteristics and adjust the effects of input differences to get a less
biased estimate of the effects of the environments on output.
Input. In the current study, exploratory/undecided or spuriously declared students were
the input variable. While the intention was to focus on students who were unsure of their
academic major, this study recognized that some students might appear declared when in reality
they were spuriously declared. As such, being exploratory/undecided did not determine eligibility
in the current study. With the hope of recruiting exploratory/undecided students and spuriously
declared students, a distinction between the two was not made at the time of recruitment.
Environment. The aB program in a four-year college is the environment variable. The
proposition was that service-based experiences provided by aB exposed students to experience
that better prepares students for the selection of an academic major. According to the conceptual
framework, the aB experience aligns with the beliefs of Kyle Reyes (2015) and the career
development theory of Sunny Hansen (1997), both of which believe that students are in search for
experiences that allow them to find purpose, meaning, and relevancy in their lives and careers.
Further, the framework suggested that in addition to aB providing an enriched experience to
students, they are exposed to skills (i.e., leadership, professional, and global thinking) that should
contribute to an increase their ability to be assertive (i.e.; self-esteem, self-efficacy, and personal
growth) when selecting an academic major. According to the study’s framework, the
environment provided by aB is holistic; it contributes to students’ personal and professional lives
while allowing them to find purpose in their work. To understand how the aB experience might
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enrich the lives of students, a detailed overview of Reyes’ Three Areas of Focus and Hansen’s
ILP theory is discussed.
Reyes’ three areas of focus. Kyle Reyes (2015) discussed three areas of focus essential to
student success, which included authenticity, relevance, and connectedness. He argued that
experiences must be genuine and viewed as applicable to students’ lives, thus helping them
become more connected with and invested in their experience and, consequently, allowing them
to achieve success.
aB projects are hands-on, real-life experiences, the learning that takes place is authentic.
Furthermore, such experiences are authentic as they invite students to apply their strengths,
background, and individuality to the service experience. It is an opportunity for students to bring
forth their individuality in the service work, thus, supporting the aB work as relevant experience
for students. Through the reflection process, students can internalize the significance of the
experience to their lives, the roles they play in society, and the goals they seek to achieve.
Finally, aB work develops a sense of connectedness. Through aB, students become a part of a
mission. That is, students connect with the population they are serving while working with
community leaders and team members that share a concern for the cause. If an experience is
authentic, relevant, and connected to the lives of those that participate in an aB project, the
knowledge students gain about themselves and the meaning they build may be applied to the
decision-making process of selecting an academic major.
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Figure 1. Applied Inputs-Environment-Outcomes (I-E-O) Model (Astin, 1993)

Hansen’s integrative life planning (ILP) theory. Sunny Hansen’s (1997) ILP theory
provided a worldview for addressing the career development process and incorporates meaning as
a vital component of this process (Niles & Harris-Bowlsbey, 2013). Hansen observed the impact
of career, communities, and families on individuals and focused on the cultural context for life
changes (Niles & Harris-Bowlsbey, 2013). ILP theory suggested that individuals integrate the
mind, body, and spirit when choosing a career, which connotes a sense of personal agency within
the career development process (Niles & Harris-Bowlsbey, 2013). Hansen’s career development
theory has been well-aligned with the experience offered by aB projects. Service-based work
promotes student growth, and students develop self-awareness about the assets they possess, as
they address a societal issue for the common good (Bandy, 2018). In other words, through the
service-based work offered by aB, instruction, and reflection, students recognize their ability to
bring about meaningful change, consequently finding meaning in their work (Bandy, 2018).
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Furthermore, the connection students are encouraged to make through aB supports Hansen’s ILP
theory and the conceptualization that aB experiences leading to the implementation of lifechanging decisions. Hansen developed six critical life tasks that illustrate this connection (Niles
& Harris-Bowlsbey, 2013).
Critical Life Tasks:
1. Finding work that needs doing in changing global contexts
2. Weaving our lives into a meaningful whole by integrating personal values into work
3. Connecting family and work (negotiating roles and relationships)
4. Valuing pluralism and inclusivity through cultural diversity
5. Managing personal transitions and organizational change
6. Exploring spirituality, purpose, and meaning
ILP theorists have asserted that career professionals should guide individuals to think
holistically about their lives, society, and how the two are agents for positive change.
Additionally, Hansen, Hage, and Kachgal (1999) have developed an inventory known as the
Integrative Life Planning Inventory, which assists clients in identifying where they are in the
holistic career planning process. Sunny’s ILP inventory will be embedded in the survey
instrument used for this study.
Output. The selection of an academic major is the outcome variable, as shown in Figure
1. This study then suggested that if exploratory/undecided or spuriously declared students
participate in the aB program at one four-year college, they may be better prepared to select an
academic major. This outcome is feasible given research, which supports the proposition that
service-learning experiences provide a significant contribution to students, holistically, allowing
them to be better prepared to make important decisions. Additionally, Gebhard’s (2015) believed
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real-world contexts and an experiential opportunity were required steps in the process of selecting
an academic major. Gebhard's (2015) belief was well-supported by the theories guiding the
conceptual framework of the current study. Both theories emphasized the value of purposeful,
real-world experiences and illustrated how service-based experiences, such as the one offered by
Alternative Breaks program, might result in the attainment of skills required when selecting an
academic major.
Through the aB program, students become involved in an experience that Reyes’ (2015)
suggests leads to student success; an experience according to Sunny Hansen, gives purpose and
meaning to their personal and professional life; an experience that allows the student to develop
skills and the self-confidence necessary to select an academic major.
The Significance of the Study
The rationale for this study stemmed from the desire to contribute to student success
efforts by assisting exploratory/undecided and spuriously-declared students select an academic
major through service-based experiences. Recognizing that 50-80% of students enrolled in higher
education institutions either come in as an exploratory student or end up changing majors at least
once (Gordon, 1995; Nelson, 2013) demonstrates the need to address this challenge. Higher
education institutions are intent on assisting students with identifying an academic path and
supporting them in the attainment of the degree. Gebhard (2015) affirms that real-world
experiences are required to select an academic major. To support these findings, the current study
focused on a program that is well-known in higher education institutions, Alternative Breaks,
specifically, the program in a FYC.
The current study sought to contribute to the current body of knowledge and generate
additional understanding of a phenomenon; how the aB experience may prepare students for the
selection of an academic major. Further, the findings of this study might have additional
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implications, supporting the use of the service-based experience offered by programs like aB, as a
career development strategy. More specifically, the implications of the current study might result
in (a) an understanding of which components must be present in a service-based experience, to
assist students in the selection of an academic major; (b) replication of this approach in
institutions of higher education, that offer the aB experience; and (c) academic advisors utilizing
service-based experiences, as a strategy to assist students in the process of selecting an academic
major.
Researcher’s Positionality
Service work has been a priority in my personal and professional life for as long as I can
remember. I graduated high school with over 2,300 community service hours and attended a
university, Florida Gulf Coast University (FGCU), that requires students to complete service
hours as a requisite for graduation. During my freshman year at FGCU I joined a campus
organization that had as a focus, service work in my home country, the Dominican Republic.
Serving through this organization, was life-changing. It was a direct-service experience in which
I developed many skills: fundraising, sponsor recruitment, lesson planning, classroom
management, public speaking, and many more. Lesson planning and facilitating activities in a
local elementary school in the Dominican Republic validated my interest in elementary education,
the major I was considering when I started college. Reflection was at the heart of the experience,
and reflecting with my team members was perhaps how I realized I had a responsibility, as a
privileged person living in the United States of America, to help the less fortunate. Service
became my mission, a spiritual experience. My first service experience in the Dominican
Republic took place in 2002, and I continued service, every year, until 2013. In fact, after
graduating from FGCU and starting a master’s program at Florida International University (FIU),
I became a Graduate Assistant at the Center for Leadership and Service and advised the
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Alternative Breaks program. As a graduate assistant, I started an aB service project in the
Dominican Republic, working with many of the local organizations I worked with through
FGCU. This program began in 2006, and it is still active on campus.
Over the years, while I coordinated service projects, I served at FIU as a senior academic
advisor. Although I worked with all undergraduate students, I was the Team Lead for working
with exploratory/undecided students. I coordinated the Major Fair, taught the Discover your
Major course, facilitated the Professional Panels, and worked closely with my caseload of
exploratory/undecided students. Inviting my students to participate in my service projects was
automatic. As a result, every year, I had several exploratory/undecided students participate in the
project. Witnessing transformation in students was perhaps the most rewarding experience as
someone who finds service to be their purpose and as someone who worked closely with
exploratory/undecided students and sought to assist them in selecting an academic major. Over
the eight years that I served as a senior academic advisor, I informally noted dozens of students
sharing how the experience helped them with selecting an academic major. Additionally, I noted
dozens of other students that had a declared major and changed it after participating in the service
project. The connection between such enriched service projects and how confident students are
about their lives, after the experience, was evident to me and it was at that time, my interest in this
topic was born.
Delimitations
There are several boundaries established in this study. These boundaries were a result of
choices made to conduct a study that was intentionally aligned with the research goals.
Boundaries established, required the study was delimited to: (a) college students; (b) students who
participated in Alternative Breaks (aB) in a FYC; and (c) assuming that all aB projects, in a FYC,
were consistent following the Eight Components of a Quality Alternative Break, Table 1 (p. 30).
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The current study was delimited to college students. Undeniably, community-based
learning might increase participants’ sensitivity and awareness about issues and concerns that are
of optimal importance in society (Farrell, 2004). Although community-based learning might also
benefit all participating individuals, this study focuses on college students who participated in the
aB program. That is, the current study focused on identifying how the experience offered through
an Alternative Breaks service-based program could impact career development, specifically the
selection of an academic major. Therefore, members of the community that are not college
students will not be surveyed.
The current study was delimited to students who participated in Alternative Breaks (aB) in
a FYC. Real-world service-based projects have been strategically accessible to students in most
educational settings. In fact, since the start of the 21st century, community-based projects have
been incorporated in primary, secondary, and higher education institutions, and several servicelearning based programs have been founded, making volunteer work/civic engagement a
cornerstone of its higher education agenda (Strom, 2009). Despite the efforts of many university
administrators to incorporate community-based learning into the lives of all students, the study
surveyed students who have participated in the aB program in a FYC. The aB program was
selected given its popularity among higher education institutions. Currently there are over 200chapter schools with an aB program nationwide (Break Away, n.d.). That is, the level of
accessibility to aB programs in the US higher education institution system, is high, making the
benefits of this program, available to many.
Lastly, the current study was conducted with the supposition that all aB projects, within a
FYC, followed the Eight Components of a Quality Alternative Break. These components were
designed to be at the core of every aB program. While a FYC’s aB programs have been
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encouraged to incorporate these components, some of these components are integrated at the
discretion of individual project leaders.
Definition of Terms
The following will provide terminological clarity to this study:
Active citizen continuum: A continuum used by several community engagement project
organizations to describe the roles individuals uphold as members of society. The continuum
gives a language to the transition from apathy to action. That is, the continuum begins with the
member role, in which individuals are members of society, yet not concerned with their role in
social issues. The continuum then moves through a series of roles, ending with the active citizen
role, which implies the individual believes the community is a priority in their lives which shape
their values and life choices (“Active Citizen Continuum,” n.d.)
Civic responsibility: The responsibility of a citizen comprised of attitudes and actions
associated with social participation; a productive, caring, and responsible member of society
(Self, n.d.).
Community-based learning: An educational method that promotes learning and social
development work. It is believed that students are more likely to engage in learning and be vested
in an experience if the content has personal meaning and builds on what they already know.
Further, students may retain learned knowledge when they can apply it to real-world issues
(Melaville, 2006).
Declared students: Actively enrolled college students that have officially indicated which
academic program plan they are pursuing (“Declared Students,” n.d.).
Exploratory/undecided students: Enrolled college students who are uncertain of which
academic major to select; actively enrolled college students that lack an academic program plan
(“Commission on Undecided and Exploratory Students,” n.d.).
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Global thinking: The consideration given to new perspectives, ways of living, and
cultures, in order to cope with change while responding to the demands of modernization. (Cyr,
2002).

International service-learning: A structured academic experience that takes place in a
country other than the United States. This service program addresses the community needs of a
host country while offering students practical experiences, interactions, and cultural exposure. As
with any service-learning program, reflection is a component of the project, thereby encouraging
students to gain a broader appreciation of the host country, intercultural issues, while becoming a
global citizen (“What is International Service-learning?” n.d.).
Leadership development: Describes the capacity of individuals to perform as a leader
within an organization. This role involves executing a company’s strategy with formal authority
to make decisions and take responsibility or informal authority. Essentially, these processes
enable individuals to work together in meaningful ways (Van Velsor, McCauley, & Ruderman,
2010).
Personal growth: The ongoing process of achieving one’s potential through motivation,
the desire to improve, and the willingness to strive to make changes (Sasson, n.d.).
Pragmatic Experience: An experience that emphasizes the practical application of ideas by acting
on them for testing (Paul, 2005).
Professional skills: The judicious use of communication, knowledge, technical skills,
emotions, values, and reflection in daily practice for the benefit of the individual and the
community being served (Epstein, 2002).
Reflection: The process of synthesizing service, education, and community immersion.
Reflection is both an organic yet structured activity that takes place individually as a group
(“Eight Components of a Quality Alternative Break,” n.d.).
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Self-efficacy: An individual’s belief in his or her innate ability to achieve (Margolis &
McCabe, 2006).
Self-esteem: The value a person has of oneself, their abilities, and achievements.
Influenced by one’s personality, contextual realities, nature, unique qualities, challenges, and reallife situations (Vazir & Raza, 2009).
Service-learning: A pedagogical approach that combines service work with academic
learning (Billig, 2000; Clayton, Bringle, & Hatcher, 2013).
Spirituality: A quest for meaning, including the purpose of life; seeking a sense of life
direction (Sheldrake, 2013).
Skills: The ability or talent needed to carry out a task. In the current study, employability
skills needed to get, keep, and do a job well, are included (Robinson, 2000). Further, soft, hard,
and occupational skills are also included.
Spuriously-declared students: The current study defines spuriously-declared students as
students who are labeled as declared when in fact, they are exploratory/undecided; students who
are mislabeled as declared when they are unsure of the academic major they will pursue.
Organization of the Study
The current study is organized into five chapters. In this chapter, there was an
introduction of the topic and its educational significance. Further, the purpose and research
questions were established in this chapter. Chapter two provides an overview of relevant
literature about: (a) Astin’s I-E-O Model, (b) Tinto’s Theory of Student Departure, (c)
exploratory/undecided students, (d) strategies used when selecting an academic major, (e) how
service-learning and community-based learning compares to aB, (f) Alternative Break Research,
and (g) benefits of service-learning. Chapter three describes the methodology, how data was
collected, and details on the target population in this study. The findings of the study will be
20

detailed in chapter four. Lastly, chapter five details the conclusions drawn to answer each
research question, a discussion about relevant concepts offering clarity to the findings in this
study, and recommendations for future research.
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Chapter 2: Review of Literature
With the overview provided of the study’s rationale, purpose, and research questions, we
turn to the literature to review existing knowledge on relevant topics. This chapter will offer an
overview of the literature available related to the key concepts in this study. The key concepts
will provide insight to fully understand the purpose of the study and how the current study can
add to the research on this critical challenge facing college students. Specifically, this study will
focus on the environment offered by the service-based aB program at one four-year college, to
determine if students who participate in an aB program believe they are better prepared to select
an academic major. Astin’s Input-Environment-Output (I-E-O) Model is used as a conceptual
framework (p. 19). The literature review will also serve as the foundation for implementing
service-based experiences, such as the one offered by Alternative Breaks, to assist
exploratory/undecided and spuriously-declared students with selecting an academic major.
The literature review will begin with an overview of the exploratory/undecided student
population. Next, currently used strategies to assist students with selecting an academic major
will be discussed, followed by an overview of service-learning work, which in turn, will serve to
justify the inclusion of this type of service-based experience in the literature. There will then be
a comprehensive summary of Alternative Breaks, the program’s goals, and emphasis. Lastly, the
review will transition to discussing the career development implications of service-based
learning, the skills developed through this type of service-based work, and how it is linked to this
study’s conceptual framework.
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The primary databases used to research relevant literature was ProQuest ERIC and Google
Scholar. The keywords used as search terms included: selecting a major in college, how to select
an academic major, service-learning, community engagement, benefits of service work, service
work and career development, and service work in higher education.
The Exploratory/Undecided Student Population
Research on exploratory/undecided students is outdated, limited in scope, and conflicting
(Spight, 2018). Until recently, research on the persistence of exploratory/undecided students was
limited to one study in 30 years (Leppel, 2001) and a few studies that looked at this topic,
indirectly. The findings in Leppel’s (2001) study showed that exploratory/undecided students
performed at a lower rate of persistence in college than students who had a selected academic
major. In the last decade, there has been a call for more research on this population (White &
Tracey, 2011). Before discussing current research on exploratory/undecided students, it is
important to briefly discuss early related research showing how historically, the term exploratory
has reflected a deficit model; a model that is now moving toward an anti-deficit approach.
Early research. The decision involved in selecting an academic major is closely related
to vocational choices and career decision-making. Early research on the selection of an academic
major derives from studies on indecision in vocational education and the challenges faced that
may make it challenging to select an area of focus (Spight, 2018). Previous research suggested
the indecision of an exploratory/undecided student was a reflection of normal developmental
behavior (Titley & Titley, 1980). Grites (1981) believed a student’s decision to declare
themselves exploratory/undecided is a healthy development milestone of many college students.
Further, Grites (1981) argued that college students lack information and resources to make these
decisions despite the pressure they receive from administrators, parents, and friends.
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Many researchers believe that students’ inability to choose an academic major is brought
on by psychological concerns (Burg & Mayhall, 2005). Hartman and Fuqua (1983) contend that
exploratory/undecided students may appear to only be challenged with making career-related
and/or vocational decisions when they are experiencing psychological dysfunction, requiring
serious intervention. For these researchers, exploratory/undecided students lacked more than a
decision on an academic major, they lack a well-developed sense of themselves and experienced
high levels of anxiety, personality dysfunction, all of which affect identity development (Hartman
and Fuqua,1983).
The reasons for vocational uncertainty are as varied as the individual student. Some of the
factors that may cause indecision are self-efficacy (Taylor & Betz, 1983) and career salience
(Greenhaus, 1971), which includes levels of indecision (i.e., very decided/unstable decided,
tentatively undecided/developmentally undecided, chronically indecisive).
Current research. Though research on exploratory/undecided students is limited and
conflicting, students need to select an academic major to reach career readiness (Perry, S. R.,
Cabrera, A. F., & Vogt, W. P., 1999). Further, there is some level of agreement on some of the
trends and challenges this population faces. Particularly, there is agreement on (a) the size of the
exploratory/undecided student population is large; (b) the preference of exploratory/undecided
students selecting an academic major as early as possible (Spight, 2018); and (c) the reasons
behind students’ indecisiveness; and (d) per Tinto’s (1975) theory, Figure 4 (p. 48), the external
factors influencing students’ decisions.
The exploratory/undecided student population is large. The number of students varies
among universities around the country; some campuses have lower rates than others. It appears
that some of this difference in rates may be the result of students spuriously-declaring; students
declaring an academic major when they have uncertainties. Specifically, research shows that less
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than 10% of first-year students who declared a major have enough information about their
intended major (Erickson & Strommer, 1991). Conversely, over two-thirds of entering students
change their major in their freshman year (Cuseo, 2005; Kramer, Highley, & Olsen, 1993), and
only one senior out of three will major in the same field they chose as a freshman (Willingham,
1985). Inevitably, academic major uncertainty among new students increases over their first two
years of college (Tinto, 1993). To that end, it is said that 50-80% of students enrolled in higher
education institutions either come in as an exploratory/undecided student or end up changing
majors at least once (Gordon, 1995 & Nelson, 2013).
Further, researchers, administrators, and stakeholders believe the success of
exploratory/undecided students is compromised if they do not select an academic major, early in
their journey. Texas State Higher Education Commissioner, Dr. Raymund Paredes (2011)
reiterates that research at the national level indicates the sooner students select an academic
major, the more likely they are to graduate (Mangan, 2011). Starting college without a declared
academic major is deemed a barrier to degree completion and a reason why students fail to
achieve academically (Onink, 2010; Simon, 2012). As such, many HEIs are encouraging students
to select an academic major as soon as they begin college. Newer studies, however, have
challenged the notion that being an exploratory/undecided student impacts student persistence in
college. Spight (2018) found that persistence of exploratory/undecided students versus a declared
student did not differ. In addition, Spight (2018) observed there was no difference in degree
completion within four years, but ironically, exploratory/undecided students were more likely to
graduate within six years than students who had a declared major in their freshmen year. The
implications of Spight’s (2018) findings are important, though persistence is not hindered for an
exploratory/undecided student, the fact is, an academic major must be declared for students to
stay on track toward the completion of that degree. A successful academic match significantly
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impacts retention, improving a student’s likelihood of graduating within the desired 4-5-year
range (Pargett, 2011).
Although a successful academic match is an objective, the reasons behind students’
indecisiveness need to be discussed to understand the challenge faced by this group of students.
Over the past few decades, researchers have created categorical variables to explain indecision.
While these variables slightly differ from one study to the next, Hacker’s et al. (2012) Career
Indecision Profile offered a summative overview of these categories. Hacker's et al. (2012) CIP
categories include neuroticism/negative affectivity, commitment anxiety, lack of readiness and,
interpersonal conflicts. Neuroticism/negative affectivity suggests a tendency to dwell on the
things that could go wrong, self-consciousness and, is related to depression. Commitment anxiety
involves the anxiety felt when asked to make a career decision and needing self and occupational
information, yet still, fearing the commitment. Lack of readiness suggests students lack
confidence in their career decision-making abilities while lacking goal-directedness and a plan.
Interpersonal conflicts involve students being in disagreement with and discouraged by those
whom they turn for support. While some reasons for indecisiveness can be addressed by the
student with the assistance of specialized personnel (e.g., academic advisors, counselors.), other
factors may not be easily addressed and are also impacting students’ ability to select a major.
Research findings also support Tinto’s (1975) theory, Figure 4 (p. 48) there are external
and perhaps factors outside the control of students, influencing students' decisions. Though
Tinto’s theory discussed a student’s decision to drop out of college, these same factors influence
other decisions, such as the selection of an academic major. These factors include but are not
limited to: (a) gender; (b) ethnicity; (c) parents, family, and societal influence; and (d) personality
traits.
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Gender is a factor that influences a student’s decision to select a particular field of study
over others (Spight, 2018). Traditionally, women are more likely to major in education (Ewert,
2012) and less likely to major in computer programing or other related fields needing advanced
technical skills. Conversely, men are more inclined to major in engineering or programs
involving the physical sciences (Ewert, 2012). While current literature supports the
abovementioned gender preferences in specific fields of study, this influence is becoming less
apparent over time. Similarly, ethnicity influences students’ decisions. Porter and Umbach
(2006) found that minorities dominate the social sciences discipline over Caucasians. Asians
were found to incline for a major in health, such as pharmacy, over Hispanics, and African
Americans (Keshishian, Brocavich, Boone, and Pal, 2010).
The influence of parents, friends, and society on a student’s selection of a career, is also
significant. When students are making these decisions, they will often turn to family for guidance
(Simmons, 2008). Raymund, Garcia, Restubog, Toledano, Tolentino, and Rafferty (2012) found
that when parents support students with career choice, students demonstrate higher levels of selfefficacy and learning goal orientation. Lastly, personality traits influence students’ decision to
choose an academic major to select. Holland (1973) contended students select careers matching
their personalities. Specifically, Pringle, Dubose, and Yankey (2010) focused on academic major
and personality compatibility and found accounting was favored by introverted students, while
marketing was favored by extraverted students.
Strategies Used When Selecting an Academic Major
Selecting an academic major is an important decision that students are highly motivated to
make (Galotti et al., 2006). For many, this decision is the first major long-term planning decision
they are asked to make leading to essential life choices (Galotti et al., 2006). There is existing
research on the process of selecting an academic major.
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While selecting an academic major, a body of research emphasized the need to set goals
(Galotti et al., 2006; Gebhard, 2015). Establishing goals and thereby, the desired target is
essential when selecting an academic major as the major will serve as a bridge toward the set
goal. Thus, the goal must be set by the individual, not by another party (Gebhard, 2015) to ensure
it is a representation of the individual’s desire. In addition to establishing goals when selecting an
academic major, an implementation plan is required (Galotti et al., 2006). If steps are not taken to
ensure progress toward the completion of a set goal, the goal will remain unattained.
Another strategy often used in the process of selecting an academic major is gathering and
evaluating information. This strategy is continuous and involves reflection. Gathering
information on academic majors and careers can assist the individual student in identifying an
interest. Identifying and following an interest is, in essence, surrendering to the process of
selecting an academic major (Gebhard, 2015). Gathering information is equally helpful when
recognizing misconceptions related to the selection of an academic major. Misconceptions and
the conventional thinking about majors may be wrong (Selingo, 2017) and lead students in
deciding on a major based on erroneous information. Selingo (2017) identifies several
misconceptions influencing student’s decisions when they engage in the process of selecting an
academic major. Some of these misconceptions involve selecting a STEM major to guarantee a
high salary, influence the decision of which college to attend, or considering a liberal art degree as
unemployable, among others (Selingo, 2017). To minimize misconceptions and gather accurate
information, it is recommended that students consult with professors in the field, trained advisors,
and participate in departmental or program functions that are designed to assist students with the
process of selecting an academic major (Galotti et al., 2006). Accurate information can then be
aligned with one’s values, lifestyle, and previous experience (Galotti et al., 2006) when finalizing
a decision on an academic major.
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The last strategy to discuss is to identify one’s decision-making style and to use this
awareness as a strength in the process of selecting an academic major. Scott and Bruce (1995)
identified five distinct stylistic dimensions, which are empirically validated, per the taxonomies
they encompass. These decision-making styles are a subset of cognitive styles indicating how
people engage their intellectual abilities and approach cognitive tasks similar to selecting an
academic major—these styles are: rational, intuitive, spontaneous, avoidant, and dependent
(Galotti et al., 2006).
Though the strategies mentioned above are currently implemented in the process of
selecting an academic major, research shows the weight each has in the process is not equal.
Research by Galotti, Ciner, Altenbaumer, Geerts, Rupp & Woulfe (2006) suggested the way a
student responds to the process of selecting an academic major or sees themselves approaching
the process differs significantly and impacts them at an individual level. For example,
information gathered and analyzed during the process of selecting an academic major is not as
much of a determinant factor in how successful students are at selecting a major, as is one’s
decision-making style (Galotti et al., 2006).
Goal setting and the gathering of information are recognized as successful strategies in the
process of selecting an academic major. These strategies are useful because they require students
to be fully engaged in the process. Using goal setting as an approach requires students to reflect
on the future and their desired outcomes. Students are expected to take an active role and connect
with available resources while collecting comparable information. Lastly, recognizing one’s
decision-making style is a strategy with an invaluable strength as this awareness can be used to
minimize any traits that may hinder a student’s ability to select a major. For example, someone
who is intuitive may rely heavily on their emotions, consequently losing objectivity (Galotti et al.,
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2006). The lack of objectivity may cause a person to follow a family tradition of enrolling in
medical school, rather than validating their interest in an alternative program.
Interestingly, the three strategies discussed in this literature review share the same
weakness; specifically, goal setting, the gathering, and evaluation of information or recognizing
one’s decision-making strategy offer students the opportunity to be hands-on and connect students
to real-world contexts and experiences. According to Gebhard (2015), real-world contexts and
real-world experiences are essential steps in the process of selecting an academic major.
According to Selingo (2017), academic majors can be deemed artificial and restrictive—this
statement suggests a need for opportunities that expose students to real-world experiences,
encouraging the validation of interests before deciding on an academic major. Precisely, this
study will explore utilizing an unprecedented strategy; service-based experiences provided by
Alternative Breaks programs to assist students in the selection of an academic major.
Alternative Breaks
Background. To understand the phenomenon presented in this study, a description of the
program is necessary. Break Away is a non-profit organization that actively promotes highquality, service-based projects, connecting college campuses and communities globally. This nonprofit program began in 1991 at Vanderbilt University and quickly grew to over 700 community
organization partners, with headquarters located in Atlanta, Georgia (Break Away, n.d.). As the
lead organization for Alternative Break (aB) programs, Break Away provides each program with
uniform training, ensuring the program provides a quality experience to all students. Training
sessions may be tailored to each campus by creating Individualized Consultation & Training
sessions; focusing on the needs of the region through a Leadership & Program Development
retreat; implementing an intensive, 6-day national training, or holding Alternative Break
Citizenship schools (ABCs) retreat.
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Alternative Break is a service-based experience. According to Sumka, Porter & Piacitelli
(2015), the elements that make aB distinct are: (a) the focus on active citizenship, (b) the
implementation of the Eight Components of a Quality Alternative Breaks, (c) the emphasis on
root causes and systems, and (d) the mutually beneficial community partnerships.
The Active Citizen Continuum, Figure 2, is a developmental model that describes a
transformational approach (Sumka, Porter & Piacitelli, 2015). This continuum illustrates the
progression of questions, understanding, and action that often occur through the aB program.
This transformation is the result of students delving into social issues while learning about root
causes and addressing those issues with a team (Sumka et al., 2015). Per Figure 2, individuals
who are volunteers are well-intentioned but not well-educated about the social issue. Each
component of an aB program is designed to gradually move students along the continuum (Sumka
et al., 2015). Essentially, as these individuals experience a service-based experience through aB,
their community becomes a priority; impacting their life and career choices, as well as the
academic major they will select.

Figure 2. The Active Citizen Continuum. Patience and Alternative Breaks (2013)

The implementation of the Eight Components of a Quality Alternative Break program
serves to ensure the experience is meaningful, consistent, and impactful to learners and
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communities. Break Away’s Components of Quality Programs consist of: (a) strong direct
service, (b) full engagement, (c) diversity and social justice, (d) orientation, (e) education, (f)
training, (g) reflection, and (h) reorientation. Table 1 describes each component and how it
manifests throughout the program. Moreover, emphasis on these components leads to the
implementation of meaningful reflections, required before, during, and after the aB direct service
experience. Through reflections, which are daily occurrences while students are in active service,
and through reorientation, which takes place upon the completion of the service experience,
students can make meaningful connections. That is, during both reflection and reorientations,
students make sense of the service they provided, the social issues they addressed, their role and
responsibility to society, their newly identified goals and priorities and what they will do with the
skills and knowledge attained. These two guided components of aB allow the experience to be
relevant to students’ overall life and promote critical thinking.
The emphasis on root causes and systems that affect social issues is a critical focus of aB
programs. This emphasis allows students to gain a deeper understanding of the social issues
impacting the community they serve. One of the goals of the program is the understanding gained
through the aB experience turns into a broader global perspective and sensitivity to complexity
(Sumka et al., 2015). Education and orientation are two components of quality that facilitate the
analysis of root causes.
Mutual beneficial community partnerships are another important element of focus in aB
programs. Without strong and strategic partnerships, there is a risk of students or the community
becoming affected by the service. Emphasis on this element minimizes the potential dangers of
good intentions where students actively undo local goals or undermine community capacity
(Sumka et al., 2015). Conversely, strong partnerships result in an enriched relationship that
increases the collective sense of compassion for all involved.
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Table 1
Eight Components of a Quality Alternative Break
Eight Components of a Quality Alternative Break
Strong Direct ServiceAlcohol and Drug-FreeStudents/participants engage directly with
Issues of community impact, legality, liability,
community members through hands-on
personal safety, and group cohesion are of
activities that address unmet social needs.
concern when alcohol and other drugs are
Projects informed by community-identified
consumed on an alternative break. Programs
assets and needs in conjunction with
will provide education and training on
community partners.
alcohol and other drug-related issues, in
addition to developing and communicating a
written policy on how these issues will be
dealt with on an alternative break.
Diversity and Social JusticeThe program includes participants
representing the student population present in
the respective campus. Dialogue about
systems of power, privilege, and oppression
and how these relate to social issues and
service work in communities.
EducationEducation provides a framework of
intersecting perspectives developed to help
students/participants understand the root
causes and effects of the social issue being
addressed. Powerful education connects
students’/participants’ personal life choices
and experiences to the topic at hand.

OrientationThe program provides orientation before,
during, and after the experience, to enable
understanding of the communities and
partner organizations.

ReflectionStudents/participants engage in reflection and
are encouraged to synthesize service,
education, and community immersion
components. Individual and group reflection
sessions should take place organically and
through structured activities.

ReorientationUpon the completion of the service
experience, students/participants transfer
lessons learned by engaging in continued
education, service, advocacy, and
philanthropy. Students/participants join or
organize small groups of post-action at
different levels.

TrainingTraining is provided so students/participants
can carry out tasks and activities related to
the service project. Ideally,
students/participants gain life-long skills
that provide them with opportunities to
engage in their community upon return from
the experience.

Break Away’s Alternative Break program supports local, national, and international
service work. Though the geographic location of the aB project may be appealing to students, aB
participant applications do not disclose the geographical location of the service projects (See
Appendix D). The aB participant application does, instead, encourage students to identify the
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social issues that students are most interested in addressing. These groups then interview
students, and once accepted into a program, the geographic location is disclosed. The location is
not revealed to ensure only students that are interested in the service at hand and the social issue
of focus are recruited.
aB projects through Break Away are offered throughout the academic year; projects take
place during winter, spring, or summer break. The duration of each trip varies, though five-toseven-day service breaks are most common. The aB experience does not consist only of the fiveto-ten-day hands-on service project; it is often an academic year commitment. The experience
begins with recruitment and an invitation to interview for the program. Once admitted and
assigned to a project, students engage in learning about the social issue addressed, the root causes
of the problem and their role as members of society. The required training and learning sessions
expose students to real-world skills, like communication and teamwork, to name a few. In
addition to learning about social issues and the community, students are also responsible for
fundraising and earning the necessary finances to execute the service project. Thus, the planning
of each project begins months before the hands-on service. For fall and spring projects, groups
are formed early in the Fall semester, often by September. Students are required to attend all of
the scheduled aB meetings and training sessions, which leads to building a strong cohort within
the group of participants. The aB experience involves extended commitment and full
engagement, allowing for the successful integration of the Eight Components of a Quality
Program and potentially life-changing experience.
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Table 2
Aligning Literature to Alternative Break’s Components of Quality
Literature Review: The Contribution of Community
Engagement Work to Selecting an Academic Major
Break Away’s
Components of Quality Programs
Strong Direct Service

Leadership
Skills

Professional
Skills

√

√

Global
Thinking

√

Alcohol and Drug-Free
Diversity and Social Justice

√

Orientation

√

Education

√

Training

√

√
√

Reflection
Reorientation

√

√

By carefully reviewing aB’s components of quality, (Table 1, p.30), it is suggested that
skills students develop through the aB experience, align with many of the skills developed
through service-based work (Astin et al., 2000; Farrell, 2004; Wagner & Pigza, 2016) That is,
using the Alternative Break’s Components of a Quality Program as a model, students may
acquire: (a) leadership skills, (b) professional skills, and (c) global thinking. Table 2 (p. 32)
illustrates which Components of a Quality Alternative Break Program, lead to the development of
these skills and Table 1 (p. 33), in bold, are the keywords that demonstrate how students are
exposed to skills and abilities. For example, in Table 2 (p. 32), leadership and professional skills
are developed through aB’s Strong Direct Service component. By looking at Table 1 (p. 30), one
can note that direct service encourages students to be an “engaged” participant and “address an
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unmet social need” through “hands-on” service—opportunities that allow students to develop
leadership and professional skills.
Research. While there is a paucity of literature on Alternative Breaks, only one research
publication discussed career choice as a student outcome. The limited research on Alternative
Break, emphasized best practices to ensure a mutually beneficial partnership between the aB
participants and the served community and overall student outcomes.
According to Piacitelli, Barwick, Doerr, Porter, & Sumka, (2013), the structure found in
the aB programs are conducive to a quality program; an experience that is authentic and gives
students purpose. aB provides community partner orientation, skill-specific training, educates
students on a current social issue at hand, and the sociocultural history of the organization and
geographical region of the project. Further, this structure is then enriched with critical reflection,
which encourages students to examine how their identity relates to broader issues of privilege,
oppression, inequality, and power (Piacitelli et al., 2013). Though not explicitly referenced, from
this statement, one can understand how the aB experience supports Hansen’s belief that students
seek purpose and meaning in the work they complete. Conversely, one can note how it is the
authenticity and relevance of the aB experience, that allow students to make real-world
connections—as indicated by Reyes’ Three Areas of Focus.
International service implies additional challenges. In their article, Piacitelli, Barwick,
Doerr, Porter, and Sumka, (2013), developed a rubric to assess international community
partnerships, providing best practices instruction for international work. The rubric informs the
community and the aB program of the challenges involved in international work and how to
implement and address these challenges. Some of the items included in the rubric are housing,
site security, transportation, language, cultural sensitivity, and community development
sustainability.
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In her research, McElhaney (1998) referred to aB work as service-learning as she
discussed the affective and cognitive outcomes of the experience. Her findings, while dated, align
with current literature. That is, McElhaney (1998) indicated that students who participate in aB
could experience positive outcomes. These include psychosocial changes, attitudes, and values,
as well as moral development. She also indicated students might have cognitive outcomes from
aB’s: skill development, intellectual growth, knowledge and subject matter competence, career
choice and development, and quality of intellectual life after college. McElhaney’s research
supports the current study, which suggests aB can influence students’: motivation to reach career
maturity, adequate course selection, and interest in social interactions. According to McElhaney’s
(1998) identified outcomes are authentic and relevant, per Reyes’ Three Areas of Focus. The
experiences and knowledge gained through this program may impact student’s desire to find
purpose in the work that needs doing, per Hansen’s ILP theory.
Comparing Service-Learning to Alternative Breaks
Service-learning. Service-learning has an explicit student learning focus that is
integrated with an emphasis on community (Clayton, Bringle, & Hatcher, 2013). Servicelearning is not a form of volunteerism but rather is grounded in goals for both learning and service
(Clayton, Bringle, & Hatcher, 2013). As such, service-learning is known as an educational and a
pedagogical approach to classroom learning that effectively combines volunteer work with learning
objectives (Billig, 2000). Through service-learning, participants engage in authentic, hands-on,
pragmatic, and progressive experiences while addressing relevant social issues with communities
(“Service-learning,” n.d.). Reflection is at the core of all service-learning programs as it is the bridge
to connecting the experience to the learning outcomes.
Service-learning programs are considered high impact practices and have been growing in
scope and practice throughout higher education over the last few decades. The recognition of this
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approach has led to growing research on the benefits of student learning and community wellbeing. Students can address a social issue of interest, understand the underlying factors, and gain a
sense of their role in addressing societal challenges. Students work together with partners to meet
community-identified needs (Billig, 2000). Through service-learning, communities engage with
students to provide opportunities for learning through experience. Educators guide the service experience
in a respectful and responsible approach for a mutually beneficial outcome for both the
community and the student (Billig, 2000).
Academic service-learning is often integrated into courses and connected to curricula and
learning. As such, another benefit of this type of service is the application of knowledge for the
learner and social development (Billig, 2000). Students connect knowledge through reflection,
an essential component of service-learning work. Through the reflection experience (journals and
dialogue), students can connect the learning to their lives. Service-learning is a teaching
pedagogy aligned with the constructivism paradigm that allows students to create their meaning
as they engage in service. Conrad and Hedin (1991) assert that learners who participated in highquality service-learning programs showed moderate to substantial gains in academic
achievement, including language arts/reading. Findings from the study also revealed that
learners became more engaged in school and felt higher levels of accomplished with a higher rate
of homework completion (Billig, 2000). Moreover, as students engage in active service, students
are exposed to diverse populations and appear to foster a higher level of civic responsibility.
Justification for the inclusion of service-learning literature. With limited research on
Alternative Break, the intention was to review the literature on service-learning programs that
share characteristics of Alternative Breaks programs. According to Sumka et al. (2015), there are
some differences between the aB program and academic service-learning. aB is not a creditbearing classroom-based experience that is carried out over a full semester. Instead, aB is a co38

curricular service-based experience that connects a structured educational experience to
meaningful service work while addressing a specific social issue. Analogous to service-learning
work, Alternative Breaks promote student learning and critical thinking skills through experiential
opportunities, the implementation of meaningful reflections, and reciprocity while addressing a
community need (Sumka et al., 2015).
Alternative Breaks and service-learning share the values of reciprocity in partnership
development, moving to action, and educational foundation (Sumka et al., 2015). Reviewing and
integrating the service-learning literature in this study provides an opportunity to understand if the
gains reported by students in this study about the service-based experienced offered through aB
can achieve similar outcomes to service-learning. Further, in this study, there is a clear intent to
delineate the benefits of service-learning not explicitly linked with aB, such as those associated
with curriculum-based learning. Emphasis will be placed on literature that highlights how
service-learning and aB are aligned.
The Benefits of Service-learning
Personal benefits. Service-learning involves learning by doing, and consequently, it
requires that students engage in the experience (Bowen, 2007). Service-learning encourages
student involvement while providing them with opportunities to interact with faculty, peers,
community members, and community leaders (Bowen, 2007). Through this interaction, students
develop greater self-awareness and an understanding of their priorities and values. Research on
service-learning suggests, students increase their self-esteem, self-efficacy, and experience
personal growth (Lee, 2009; Astin, Vogelgesang, Ikeda & Yee, 2000). The increase in selfesteem resulting from the real-world experience offered by service-learning may affect a student’s
ability to persist in college. Reed, Rosenberg, Statham, and Rosing (2015), found that students
who engage in community service-learning are more likely to enroll in subsequent semesters. The
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effect of community service-learning was found to be a strong predictor of re-enrollment
regardless of students' status (e.g., full-time/part-time, freshmen/sophomore) or other entering
characteristics (e.g., gender, race) (Reed, Rosenberg, Statham, & Rosing, 2015).
Further, service-learning engages students in retrospective processes that may lead, as
suggested by Hansen’s (1997) ILP theory, to exploring spirituality, purpose, and meaning. This
retrospective process, referred to as reflection, allows students to gain a clear understanding of the
issues impacting their community and can determine their role and responsibility to society
(Bowen, 2007). Emerging research also suggests that service-learning experiences may also
influence the career development process.
Career development benefits. Bloch (2005) suggests that career development occurs
through service-learning work from the interweaving networks of education, service to
communities in need, and the exploration of occupations. The real-world and contextual
experiences offered by service-learning work is holistic, enriching student lives in an infinite
number of ways. The development of self-esteem, self-efficacy, and personal growth are not just
considered beneficial to the student at a personal level, but rather, these components are essential
in the process of decision-making (Lee, 2009; Astin, Vogelgesang, Ikeda & Yee, 2000), and may
enable students to select an academic major (see Figure 1; p.11). According to Judge, Bono, and
Thoresen (2003), these same components influence individuals’ career satisfaction. Lacking
self-efficacy, for example, lowers student’s motivation leading them to believe that they will not
achieve and encouraging them to resist making essential decisions (Margolis & McCabe, 2006).
Through service-learning, students may gain clarity about making career decisions. The
experiential opportunity offered by service-learning allows them to explore and validate career
interests that often may result in changing their academic major and assess their level of
readiness for the workplace (Bowen, 2007). Service-learning may also lead students to select a
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serving profession related to social justice, given their desire to continue to feel productive
(Bowen, 2007). The impact of service-learning on career development is also said to lead to
career stability. Per the National Survey on Service-learning and Transitioning to Adulthood
(2006), students who do not participate in a service-learning project are four times more likely to
be seeking full-time employment than service-learning alumni (Warchal & Ruiz, 2013). That is,
students who have participated in service-learning projects seem more successful in obtaining
full-time employment. Not only are service-learning alumni more successful in obtaining fulltime jobs, but they are also more confident in the academic major they have selected (Bowen,
2007). The realization that service work exposes students to meaningful work, often leading
them to consider a serving profession, corresponds with Hansen’s belief of finding work that
explores one’s spirituality, purpose, and meaning (Niles & Harris-Bowlsbey, 2013). This
realization further corresponds with Kyle Reyes’ belief that connectedness is an essential
component for students to learn and grow (Reyes, 2015).
The following sections will discuss three ways in which students develop, allowing them
to select an academic major. These are: (1) how service-learning leads to leadership
development; (2) how it promotes global thinking; and (3) how it serves to develop professional
skills.
Leadership development. Hansen’s ILP theory discusses the need to weave one’s life into
a meaningful whole by integrating personal values into work (Niles & Harris-Bowlsbey, 2013).
These values are then exhibited through a commitment to activism (Astin, Vogelgesang, Ikeda &
Yee, 2000). According to Astin, Vogelgesang, Ikeda & Yee (2000), leadership development is a
clear outcome of service-learning participation. Through leadership development, students learn
about their strengths and weaknesses and use this awareness to take an active role. Consequently,
students transition from being a member of society to a volunteer in the Active Citizen Continuum,
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Figure 2 (p. 29). This active role then encourages students to integrate who they are as a leader in
their daily work tasks. Moreover, per Reyes’ areas of focus, this type of leadership experience
then becomes authentic, allowing students to make decisions about their careers. Below are
examples, per Farrell (2004), of how service-learning projects lead to leadership development.
Leadership development is essential to succeed in professional positions and experience
career advancement (Farrell, 2004). That is, leadership development can lead to students
realizing the connection between education and employment (Wagner & Pigza, 2016). Servicelearning is an instructional technique that is currently being implemented to effectively develop
students’ leadership skills (Wagner & Pigza, 2016). Integrating academics and service fosters
leadership skills by inspiring students to become co-developers of their knowledge while gaining
confidence in their ability to problem-solve and create change (Wagner & Pigza, 2016).
Developing leadership skills through service-learning can then assist students in recognizing their
strengths and weaknesses (Miller & Gonzalez, 2010), information that is crucial when selecting
an academic major.
Moreover, students who participate in service-learning develop leadership skills as they
transition from being a passive member of society to becoming an active member of society
(Bowen, 2007). Exposure to this type of hands-on, active service then validates the values of
each participant as they develop self-awareness through teamwork, critical thinking, problemsolving, and communication skills, which are all essential to being successful in any career
(Bowen, 2007).
Alternative Breaks is intentional in developing student leaders (Sumka, Porter, &
Piacitelli, 2015). As a student-led program, aB provides ample opportunities for students to be
active participants and develop leadership skills. The practice of reflection, the intentional
communication with people who are different from one another, and the opportunities to develop
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a plan, and lead tasks within the group, are ways in which students develop leadership skills
(Sumka et al., 2015). Inevitably, leaders tend to have higher self-esteem and self-efficacy, both
required when combating indecision and the inability to reach career maturity (Hacker’s et al.,
2012).
Global thinking. Hansen’s ILP theory discusses the need for finding work that leads to
changing global contexts while valuing pluralism and inclusivity through diversity (Niles &
Harris-Bowlsbey, 2013). Diversity in global thinking leads to connectedness (Reyes, 2015).
Thus, global thinking is an essential component of the process of deciding on an academic
major. Below are examples, per Christie, Montgomery & Staudt (2012), of how service-learning
projects lead to global thinking.
Research on service-learning suggests students’ may develop a global vision of citizenship
(Christie, Montgomery & Staudt, 2012) while promoting racial understanding (Astin,
Vogelgesang, Ikeda & Yee, 2000) through their experience. By participating in service-learning
activities, students are greatly exposed to diverse environments by gaining a more global
perspective on life. The link between service-learning and global thinking exists because
service-learning purposely connects academic curriculum, service, and reflection, all factors that
encourage global thinking and global responsibility (Christie, Montgomery & Staudt, 2012).
Hansen’s ILP theory insists on finding work that leads to changing global contexts (Niles &
Harris-Bowlsbey, 2013). Reyes’ Three Areas of Focus reiterate connectedness at different
levels, for example, learning about oneself through the interaction of a diverse environment.
Service-learning is a positive investment in students’ global thinking because it offers the
opportunity to develop strategies that are essential to appreciating different opinions and diverse
perspectives. That is, it creates sensitivity and awareness about issues and concerns that are of
optimal importance in society and the workplace (Farrell, 2004). This exposure to diverse
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perspectives then leads to a networking system that expands one’s global knowledge.
Participants are empowered to think globally, and the exchange of global thinking leads to the
expansion of one’s network of peers and colleagues (Farrell, 2004). The process of ‘service’ and
‘learning’ are mutual exchanges (Klak & Gaalaas Mullaney, 2013); thus, students provide a
service but also get exposed to a global body of knowledge.
In addition to offering participants a global body of knowledge, networking can lead to
connecting with individuals who may be instrumental during the job search process. At least
60% of jobs are found by networking (Doyle, 2016). Service-learning work encourages
participants to be proactive members of society—thus, many participants seek jobs in which
they could correct inequalities and make a difference (Warchal & Ruiz, 2013). Service-learning
offers students the opportunity to make connections with community leaders and local businesses,
which may consequently assist them in their future career endeavors (Bowen, 2007).
Alternative Breaks is intentional in developing students’ global thinking. Participants in
aB have higher scores, in sociocultural conversation than their peers. Sociocultural
conversations are a strong predictor of socially-responsible leadership (Sumka et al., 2015).
Additionally, the education received before the hands-on experience allows for students to be
able to recognize cultural biases or privilege, they may bring with them to the community and
the biased present within the served community (Sumka et al., 2015). Global thinking and
diversity acceptance lead to students increasing their self-esteem and self-efficacy (Lee, 2009),
essential when combating indecision and the inability to reach career maturity (Hacker’s et al.,
2012).
Professional skills. Hansen’s ILP theory discusses the need for managing personal
transitions and organizational change (Niles & Harris-Bowlsbey, 2013). The ability to manage
these transitions often come from the confidence students have on their skills set, and the
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relevance Reyes described as essential to learning. Below are examples, per Farrell (2004), of
how service-learning projects lead to the development of professional skills.
Service-learning exposes students to an array of opportunities that develop skills
applicable when selecting an academic major. Through service-learning, participants learn about
prioritizing and balancing actual responsibilities with volunteer work. Further participants are
exposed to new management tasks that are field-specific (Farrell, 2004), often leading to
students’ decision to pursue a career in a similar field (Astin, Vogelgesang, Ikeda & Yee, 2000).
Participants gain interpersonal competencies (Astin, Vogelgesang, Ikeda & Yee, 2000) they can
use when job searching. Also, international service work often results in the cultural-related
disposition to learn a new language (Miller & Gonzalez, 2010), thereby exposing students to
skills that go beyond those that are managerial and professional.
Another developed skill, essential to being successful in any career, is the passion and
commitment that service-learning participants exhibit (Farrell, 2004). This commitment is
essential to selecting and completing a degree and fulfilling their role in the workforce. It is
precisely this commitment and responsibility that leads to students understanding the importance
of utilizing their skills and expertise to serve one’s organization and community (Farrell, 2004).
Lastly, participants of service-learning programs develop a level of professionalism that
leads to them understanding challenges within the community while being empowered to propose
solutions (Miller & Gonzalez, 2010). That is, self-management, teamwork, time management,
effective communication, problem-solving, and decision making are all professional skills
needed to be a proactive member of society and the workplace (Wagner & Pigza, 2016).
Moreover, per Bandy (2018), such skills lead to career development, essentially an implication
on the process of selecting an academic major.
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Alternative Breaks is intentional in offering students the opportunity to develop
professional skills. According to Sumka et al. (2015), students develop organizational,
communication, planning, and collaborative skills through the aB experience. These skills are
transferable to their future as professionals and their personal lives. Developing professional
skills lead to students feeling more confident, have higher self-esteem and self-efficacy (Lee,
2009), thereby combating indecision and the inability to reach career maturity (Hacker’s et al.,
2012).
Academic advising and service-learning. Many students equate decisions about academic
majors to career choices (Gordon, 1995). To that end, many believe that academic advisors are
responsible for encouraging them to engage in service-based programs in a way that allows them
to make wise career decisions (Bowen, 2007). According to Bowen (2007), academic advisors
should collaborate with faculty and administrators of community engagement programs to help
students find experiential opportunities to explore careers and develop skills and knowledge
necessary when making the transition to the workforce.
Reyes’ Three Areas of Focus
Kyle Reyes (2015) suggests that students be exposed to experiences that lead to learning
and student success. He proposed three areas of focus to ensure experiences are meaningful to
students, leading to learning. These areas are authenticity, relevance, and connectedness. While
these three areas of focus are interconnected, it is essential to discuss how they are different.
According to Reyes (2015) authentic experiences allow students to be exposed to a real-world,
genuine experience. What is learned from real-world experience is then easily transferred to
students’ lives. Relevant experiences become pertinent to students’ lives in many areas. That is,
if students find the experience relevant, they may see how it is related to their personal and
professional lives and their futures. The last area of focus, connectedness, refer to experiences
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students link together, creating a whole. Connectedness allows students to see how many aspects
of their life, are linked, impacting the bigger picture.
Hansen’s ILP Theory
Hansen’s (1997) career-development theory places emphasis on creating meaning through
the process of selecting an academic major and career. Hansen believed students integrate the
mind, body, and spirit when selecting an academic major and career. This career-development
theory encourages students to think of life, holistically; how their life, society, and career should
be aligned. Hansen developed six critical life tasks that serve to understand how students
integrate who they are as they make career-related decisions. These tasks are:
1. Finding work that needs doing in changing global contexts
2. Weaving our lives into a meaningful whole by integrating personal values into work
3. Connecting family and work (negotiating roles and relationships)
4. Valuing pluralism and inclusivity through cultural diversity
5. Managing personal transitions and organizational change
6. Exploring spirituality, purpose, and meaning
Astin’s I-E-O Model
No theoretical frameworks were found to address the ways service-based experiences may
prepare students for the selection of an academic major. With the literature citing the value of
service-based experiences on students’ lives and recognizing a need for strategies that assist
exploratory/undecided and spuriously declared students with selecting an academic major, Astin’s
(1993) I-E-O Model provides a structure for this phenomenon.
Astin’s (1993) I-E-O Model was developed as a framework for higher education
assessment. Astin concluded that educational assessments are incomplete without data on student
inputs, student outcomes, and the educational environment to which students are exposed (Astin,
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2012). In the reviewing of Astin’s (1993) I-E-O Model (Figure 3 below), both input (I) and
environmental (E)variables act as independent or exogenous variables while the outcome (O)
variable is dependent. Input variables are often referred to as controlled variables or pretests,
while environmental variables are referred to as treatments, educational experiences, programs, or
interventions (Astin, 2012). The arrows in the I-E-O model depict the relationship between the
three types of variables, with the emphasis often placed on the environmental variables and
outcome variables. The purpose of Astin (1993) I-E-O Model is to allow for the measuring of
relevant input characteristics for each student, adjust the effects of input differences, to get a less
biased estimate of the effects of the environments on output.

Figure 3. Inputs-Environment-Outcomes (I-E-O) Model (Astin, 1993)

In this study, exploratory/undecided or spuriously declared students are the input variable;
the aB program through a four-year college is the environment variable; the selection of an
academic major is the outcome variable, as shown in Figure 3. This study then indicates that if
exploratory/undecided or spuriously declared students participate in the aB program at one four48

year college, they may be better prepared to select an academic major. This outcome is feasible
given research, which supports the proposition that service-learning experiences provide a
significant contribution to students, holistically, allowing them to be better prepared to make
important decisions. Through the aB program, students become involved in an experience that
Reyes’ (2015) suggests leads to student success; an experience according to Sunny Hansen, gives
purpose and meaning to their personal and professional life; an experience that allows the student
to develop skills and the self-confidence necessary to select an academic major.
Tinto’s Theory of Student Departure
Literature about persistence in higher education is examined primarily through the
theoretical frameworks of Tinto’s (1993) theory of student departure, Chickering and Reisser’s
(1993) theory of identity development, or Bean’s (1980) causal model of student attrition. Tinto’s
(1975) theory suggests that students bring with them a family history, individual attributes, and
pre-college schooling—factors and characteristics that cannot be changed but affect a student’s
ability to be successful. During their enrollment, goals and institutional commitments are crucial.
Goal commitment refers to a student’s ability to achieve their goal of earning a college education.
This commitment implies the student will perform academically and grow intellectually through
engagement in learning opportunities both in and outside the classroom with faculty and peers.
This type of commitment is one in which students have greater control over and is how students
exhibit concern for both their academic and social systems. Conversely, institutional commitment
can be controlled and involves HEIs providing students with resources that meet their academic
and social systems/needs. According to Tinto’s (1975) theory, encouraging institutions to
mindfully and intentionally develop strategies that will successfully impact students’ academic
and social systems exhibits institutional commitment. If integrated well, students may have
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greater focus and the support needed to uphold their commitments and, thus, are less likely to
drop out.
Tinto’s theory, which derived from Emile Durkheim’s theory of suicide developed in 1897
and Van Gennep’s (1960) rites of passage theory, is referred to regularly by practitioners and
researchers seeking to understand retention in higher education. Tinto’s theory also has its
detractors for several reasons.
Spight (2018) contends that Tinto’s theory is about the student and not the institution.
Although retention and persistence are often used interchangeably, researchers have made a
distinction between the two. Persistence, as noted by Tinto’s theory, refers to a student’s decision
to depart or persist, whereas retention explores the institution’s action and its role in the process.
Additionally, these researchers indicate that while institutions seek to retain students, students
attempt to persist to degree completion (Falcone, 2011; Reason, 2009). Despite the dichotomy in
the literature between the term retention and persistence (Spight, 2018), the dropout rates appear
to be a result of behaviors exhibited by students and institutions. Figure 4 below serve to show
the components emphasized in Tinto’s Theory of Student Departure.
Tierney (1992) and others have challenged Tinto’s theory with the claim that his theory is
narrowed, framed using an individualistic rather than a pluralistic perspective. Consequently,
Tinto’s theory does not apply to under-represented populations in higher education (Spight,
2018). Tierney (1992) stated that Tinto’s theory created a construct with implications that hold
harmful consequences for ethnic minorities. For example, for some minorities, culturally, social
integration may not be valued and may even be considered a distraction (Tierney, 1992). For
these minority students, Tinto’s theory does not apply.
Another challenge to Tinto’s theory is that it derived from studies of students enrolled in
four-year higher education institutions, omitting the population of students enrolled in community
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colleges (Braxton, Sullivan, & Johnson, 1997). Though most of the research on persistence has
focused on four-year institutions as well (Pascarella, Smart, & Ethington, 1986), Tinto failed to
consider the growing population at two-year institutions. Despite the criticism, Tinto’s theory is
integral to the literature on college persistence and has formed a foundation for other theories,
such as the revised version developed by Braxton, Hirschy, and McClendon (2004).

Figure 4. Components of Tinto’s Theory of Student Departure from Tinto, V. (1975).

Florida’s Performance-Based Funding Model
Performance metrics weigh heavily in determining resources allocated through the state
legislature. These factors highlight one of the many reasons for understanding how performance
and funding may correlate. To clarify this relationship, the State of Florida, in 2012, approved the
Performance-Based Funding model, which includes ten metrics for evaluating performance within
higher education institutions. These metrics are: (1) Percent of Bachelor’s Graduates Employed
or Continuing their Education; (2) Median Wages of Bachelor’s Graduates Employed Full-time;
(3) Average Cost to the Student; (4) Four Year Graduation Rate; (5) Academic Progress Rate; (6)
Bachelor’s Degrees Awarded in Areas of Strategic Emphasis; (7) University Access Rate; (8)
Graduate Degrees Awarded in Areas of Strategic Emphasis/Freshman in Top 10% of Graduating
High School Class; (9) Percent of Bachelor’s Degrees without Excess Hours; and (10) Board of
Trustees Choice (State University System of Florida, 2018). Upon review and evaluation of
performance within each metric, state funding is determined, with higher-performing institutions
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receiving greater funding. Based on this model, high performing institutions also gain state and
national recognition and ranking (Spight, 2018).
High dropout rates pose a threat to Performance-based Funding for HEIs. The inability to
meet metric criteria impacts institution's ability to provide additional programming and other
services at the HEI. Dropout rates impact several metrics, including 1, 2, 4, 5, 6 and 9 as well.
For the individual student, the consequences are personally devastating; the mere act of dropping
out may result in many long term consequences, most critically, an inability to earn a bachelor’s
degree and to achieve their goals.
Chapter Summary
This chapter provided an overview of Astin’s I-E-O Model to understand Astin’s theory
and how the environment may produce the desired output. A discussion followed about two areas
that per this study, HEIs should emphasize to demonstrate institutional commitment. These areas
of focus are student persistence through Tinto’s (1993) theory of Student Departure (Figure 4;
p.48) and the exploratory/undecided student population.
HEIs have developed and implemented many strategies to assist exploratory/undecided
and spuriously-declared students with selecting an academic major. However, there is a need for
additional strategies that offer students service-based experiences; research suggests that aB is a
strategy worth considering.
Service-learning supports career planning and professional preparation (Bowen, 2007) that
can lead to career goal clarification (Miller & Gonzalez, 2010). The clarification of career goals
is achieved as students become active citizens (p. 13) through exposure in service-based
experiences. These experiences allow students to develop skills, essential to the process of
selecting an academic major, per this study’s conceptual framework (p. 19). This review focused
on three ways in which students develop, contributing to their ability to select an academic major.
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The three areas of development consistently identified in the literature are leadership and
professional skills and global thinking. Leadership development, acceptance of diversity and
globalization, and the development of professional skills can lead to an increase in self-esteem,
self-efficacy (Lee, 2009), and consequently to personal growth (Ross, 2014), all essential to
successfully select an academic major.
With an understanding of this study’s purpose and the research questions established, the
justification of this exploratory study is clear. The literature overview offered a foundation
needed to identify the gaps in current knowledge. Chapter 3 will provide an overview of the
methodology, data collection, and a description of the target population.

53

Chapter 3: Methods
The purpose of this qualitative exploratory study was to describe in-depth a phenomenon:
how the service-based experience offered through Alternative Breaks (aB) may prepare students
for the selection of an academic major. This study addressed three research questions: (a) How
do aB students in a FYC describe the relevance of the program to their personal and professional
lives?; (b) What knowledge and/or skills do students in a FYC describe as gained through the aB
program?; and (c) How do aB students in a FYC explain the influence the program has on their
academic major selection and career exploration?
This chapter will outline the study’s research methodology and is organized into the
following areas: (a) rationale for research approach, (b) research context, (c) research participants,
(d) informed consent, (e) data collection, (f) data analysis, (g) ethical considerations, (h) issues of
trustworthiness, and (i) limitations. Finally, there will be a concluding summary.
Rationale for Research Paradigm and Approach
The paradigm found at the core of this study was social constructivism. In social
constructivist research, there is an understanding that reality is socially, culturally, and historically
constructed; this type of research attempts to understand phenomena from a context-specific
perspective (Bloomberg & Volpe, 2012). The phenomenon this study described was how the
service-based experience offered through aB might prepare students for selecting an academic
major. The social-specific context was, in this case, the aB program in a FYC. In a social
constructivist study, the inquiry process has been influenced by the student and researcher
context. In the current study, the intention was for student participants to develop subjective
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meanings of the aB experience (Bloomberg & Volpe, 2012) and that through intentional
involvement and interaction, students’ perceptions be shared. As such, face-to-face or virtual
interviews were arranged with each study participant.
The research approach of this qualitative study was exploratory. In exploratory research,
researchers have explored a group, process, situation, or activity that has not yet been considered;
for these researchers, the phenomenon being researched might be worth discovering. Exploratory
research is purposive and prearranged to maximize the discovery of a phenomenon that has not
been looked at closely (Stebbins, 2001). Exploratory research regards structural arrangements,
social processes, folk concepts, and descriptive facts; hence, the emerging of new information are
extensive (Stebbins, 2001).
In limited exploration, the researcher is searching systematically for something in
particular. That is, the researcher knows what to look for (Stebbins, 2001). The goal of this type
of research is to conduct a preliminary investigation that can be further researched; exploratory
research and its fundamental nature encourage researchers to expand their knowledge.
Utilizing service-based experiences such as the one offered by aB, as a careerdevelopment strategy, is unprecedented. In the current study, the aB program in a four-year
college was the group of focus; the phenomenon being studied was how the service-based
experience offered by this aB program might prepare students for selecting an academic major.
The intention was to use primary research methods to record and analyze students’ perspectives
about the aB program and apply the findings to similar contexts and settings (Bloomberg &
Volpe, 2012). Historical and contextual data are reviewed below to set a foundation for the case.
Research Context
This section provides an overview of alternative breaks in a FYC and this study’s
participating institution, one four-year college.
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Alternative breaks in a FYC. In a personal communication with the Director of the
Center for Leadership and Service in a FYC, the following was shared. The first Alternative
Break project back, then called Alternative Spring Break was implemented in Spring 1995. The
program started with a group of 10 students providing service to a local organization, Anthony
House. The program proliferated to 10 projects/sites by 1997. It was also in 1997 that aB
received the Program of the Year national award from Break Away. The award was followed by
several Student Life Awards, presented by this FYC in recognition for aB’s growth. By 2001 aB
began organizing projects abroad and in 2014 Fall and Winter programs were offered.
Currently, aB is the largest service organization on campus. In 2019, there were a total of
40 projects/sites, 12 of those were international and over 400 participating students. The
structure of the program is very much guided by Break Away. The Eight Components of a
Quality Program, Table 1 (p. 30), is found at the forefront of aB meetings and training. To
emphasize on the quality of the direct service, while students apply to aB, they select the social
issue they would like to address instead of the location. The location of their service is revealed
during the aB kickoff event. During the kickoff event, students learn where they will be serving,
they meet their team members, and they also connect with leadership.
The aB leadership team is quite large. Each project/site is led by Site Leaders who run the
meetings, organize social events, serve as a liaison with the aB program, and more. There is also
a steering committee that handles more significant aB-related tasks. This steering committee is
composed of a large team, each holding a leadership position. Some of these positions are CoDirector, Director of Curriculum and Training, Director of Data and Research, Special Events
and Alumni Relations Chair, Site Research Coordinator, Recruitment and Retention
Coordinator, Participant Relations Chair, Budgeting Coordinator, Fundraising Coordinator,
among others. While aB involves voluntary service work, most students do have to pay a
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participant fee, ranging from $200-$400. As is, to avoid paying a participant fee, students
engage in a series of fundraising events. Students are then expected to pay the balance, the
dollar amount that they were not able to raise. The dollar amount required of each student is
contingent upon several factors, including the location of the service program. That is,
international programs require a higher participant fee than local and national programs.
College context. The college, referred to as a four-year college, is located on the east
coast of the State of Florida and is part of the State University System of Florida. According to
Data USA (2016), there were 55,003 enrolled students in 2016 at this particular four-year
college, both undergraduate and graduate; 32, 830 enrolled full-time and, 22,173 enrolled parttime. The demographic composition of a four-year college consists of 63.9% of Latino or
Hispanic background, 12.4% of Black or African American background, 10.7% White, 2.69%
Asian, 2.42% two or more races, 0.0818% Native Hawaiian or Other Pacific Islanders, and
0.0745% American Indian or Alaska Native. The retention rate of First Time in College (FTIC)
students with a 2.0 GPA or higher was 80.8% in 2015-2016. The full-time, FTIC four-year
graduation rate in 2015-2016 was 28% and the six-year graduation rate, 54.8%. Retention
measures the number of first-time students who enrolled in the Fall and returned the subsequent
Fall. In 2016, 5,548 degrees were awarded to men, and 7,810 degrees were awarded to women.
The most popular awarded bachelor’s degrees are psychology and hospitality management;
specifically, psychology is the most popular major among women and business management
among men.
A closer look at the exploratory/undecided student population in a FYC illustrates the type
of services most commonly used to assist students with selecting an academic major.
Information gathered for the following review was obtained through personal communication

57

with Ms. Lewis, Program Director in the Exploratory Advising Center in a FYC. A thematic
review yielded the below information.
This FYC used to refer to exploratory students as undecided. The term undecided,
however, gained a negative connotation, implying that students are confused and are unable to
make decisions. Currently, this FYC refers to this population as exploratory. The newly adopted
term implies that students are exploring options, which is a more acceptable status. On the
admission application, exploratory/undecided students can self-identify under one of six
exploratory tracks (i.e., administration and management, biological and environmental sciences,
global and social sciences). Allowing students to self-identify as exploratory and select a track,
during the application process may result in a seemingly elevated exploratory/undecided
population. That is, the exploratory population at a campus may be more accurate if a more
acceptable term is used (e.g., exploratory), and this more acceptable term is linked to six tracks
indirectly guiding students. Thus, this process may yield a higher and more accurate population
of exploratory students, thereby reducing the rate of students that are spuriously declared.
At this FYC, the admitted class is of approximately 5055. Of these, approximately 1916
(38%) are exploratory/undecided. There are specialized staff and eight exploratory/undecided
advisors hired to work exclusively with this population. Each advisor has a caseload of
approximately 400 students. Exploratory/undecided students are encouraged to select an
academic major by the time they reach 45 credits; by this time, they will have a hold placed on
their account. By the time students have 60 credits, the hold will typically not be removed unless
students have an established plan and declare a major. Transfer students have one semester to
transition to a major before the hold is placed on their account (A. Lewis, personal
communication, June 29, 2018).
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The exploratory/undecided program in a FYC is extensive, offering strategic programs
and resources to assist students with selecting an academic major. The first program to discuss is
the exploratory/undecided panels. There are three exploratory panels, each offered every
academic semester. During these panels, professionals from different fields are invited to discuss
their careers and the paths they took to get to their current careers/job position. Each of the three
panels covers different exploratory tracks—these are Global and Social Sciences/Humanities and
Arts, Health Sciences/Administration and Management, and Physical Sciences and
Engineering/Environmental Sciences.
The second resource available to exploratory/undecided students are courses designed to
assist this population in selecting an academic major. There are two courses for this population.
There is SLS1402, Discover your Major (1 credit), which is required for all freshmen students
that have not decided on an academic major. This course focuses on identifying a major that
aligns with students’ interests, skills, and values. In this course, students take several inventories
and engage in experiential research. There is also SLS 3407, Major and Career Exploration (1
credit). This course is available to sophomore students and assists them with exploring or
validating a career interest. Further, students who are not on track to meeting program
requirements, explore alternate majors during this course.
A four-year college also coordinates major fairs. The Love your Major Fair is held each
September. The fair offers students an opportunity to meet with advisors from their major(s) of
interest. Students can ask questions to multiple advisors as representatives from each academic
program are present at the event.
Lastly, Ms. Lewis shared a newly launched project, an Engagement Fair. This fair is held
in October. Although this event is not geared exclusively toward exploratory/undecided students,
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it is highly recommended. This event is recommended because it connects students to campus
organizations and events, thereby encouraging them to get involved. Ms. Lewis indicated that
students are encouraged to attend this fair with the belief that involvement will lead them to selfdiscovery, which could assist with the selection of an academic major.
Although exploratory/undecided students experience challenges that may delay their
ability to reach career maturity, they are not less ready or motivated to make career decisions
(Bullock-Yowell, McConnell, & Schedin, 2014). Continuous guidance, a strategic plan, and a
variety of career-exploration opportunities may help exploratory/undecided students select an
academic major.
Sampling Process
In this qualitative study, the selection of research participants was purposeful, given the
intention to select information-rich cases that yielded insight and understanding of the
phenomenon under investigation (Bloomberg & Volpe, 2012); the members of the Alternative
Break (aB) group, were sought after. The study did not differentiate between students who had a
positive or negative experience in the aB program. That is, determining whether students had a
good or not so good experience through the aB program, was not a factor for eligibility. The
intention was to look at the student participants from different angles to gain a greater
understanding of students’ perceptions (Etikan, Musa & Alkassim, 2016).
Having worked at several State of Florida higher education institutions, including this
four-year college (FYC), led to a connection to the institution’s community and a relationship
with on-campus administrators. This connection, further, contributed to a clear understanding of
the contextual composition while securing access to a recruitment pool. Additionally, this FYC
was the selected institution because it is a public research university that focuses on global
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learning, a factor reviewed in this study. That is, this FYC’s mission commits to student success
through innovation and global learning, in addition to leading students to success by integrating
globalization and collaboration, institutional values. This FYC’s dedication to innovation and
their appreciation for global learning were a driving force in selecting this university as the
research site.
The participants for this study were six aB students in a FYC between the ages of 18-22,
who have participated in a five-to-ten day, local, national, or international aB project in Spring
2019. This study interviewed aB students who did not hold a leadership role within the aB
program. Students holding a leadership role in the aB program were not eligible to participate in
this study, as it is assumed that their experience as a leader is different from the experience of a
student participant. This study deemed four-to-six students appropriate as data collection took
place in the summer, when the majority of the student population, was on break. While a total of
10 students completed the 2-minute pre-screening survey, six were eligible and agreed to
participate in the study.
Students were asked to commit to a study composed of different tasks, all demanding a
significant amount of time from each student. Moreover, although aB coordinate projects locally,
nationally, and internationally, this study did not distinguish between the geographic locations of
the service projects. Though the location of the project was not a factor of analysis, the length of
the project was. This study focused on aB projects that lasted a minimum of five days and a
maximum of ten days; most aB projects are 5-10 days. Hence, weekend projects and extended
summer programs were not considered. Students self-identified as an exploratory/undecided
student, declared student, or declared but with reservations, at the time of joining aB. Further,
students of all ethnic backgrounds were recruited. This study focused on students that
participated in aB 2019, with the hope the experience is accurately recalled.
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Informed Consent
The participant invitation circulating this FYC’s main campus included a link to the
informed consent form. The consent form (Appendix C) provided an overview of the study, a
breakdown of the time students will be asked to commit, how data collected will be handled, and
how student participants’ privacy will be kept. The invitation also included the contact
information of the researcher, which allowed students to make contact if there were questions
about the study. Once students reviewed the consent form and completed the pre-screening
questionnaire, they were contacted with a welcoming e-mail. In this welcoming e-mail message,
they received a copy of the consent form.
The Service through Alternative Breaks Instrument
The Service through Alternative Breaks survey (Appendix F) was developed specifically
for this study. It consists of a 24-question, cross-sectional survey that will collect data on
students’ perspectives on the aB program in a FYC. Specifically, this instrument surveyed
students on whether: (1) the aB program has exposed students to leadership, global thinking, and
professional skills; (2) students found their aB experience to be authentic, relevant, and connected
to their life; (3) the aB experience increased their self-esteem, self-efficacy, and personal growth:
and (4) it allowed students to identify the many ways an aB program may encourage them to
reflect on career-related and/or major-related topics. This tool was aligned with the study’s
Conceptual Framework, Figure 1 (p.11), and the skills students might have been exposed to,
increasing their personal growth, self-efficacy, and self-esteem; thereby students feeling better
prepared to select an academic major.
All of the items on the survey were created for this study; however, Q19 (Appendix F),
was inspired by Judge, Bono and Thoresen’s (2003) Core Self-Evaluation Scale (CSES). The
Core Self-Evaluation Scale has been a measure of the personality trait. There are four dimensions
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to CSES: a locus of control, neuroticism, generalized self-efficacy, and self-esteem. Three of
these dimensions are embedded in this study’s survey, except neuroticism. These dimensions
were considered when generating a survey question (SQ)19 for several reasons. First, Judge,
Bono & Thoresen’s (2003) Core Self-Evaluation Scale (CSES) has been well-tested and reputable
scale, considering these dimensions, is strategic, as it also aligns with the literature. Specifically,
Lee (2009) believes self-esteem, self-efficacy, and personal growth to be three components
essential in the process of decision-making. Lacking any of these, consider self-efficacy, lowers
student’s motivation leading them to believe they will not achieve and encourage them to resist
making important decisions (Margolis & McCabe, 2006). Second, data collected through SQ19
may help with answering research question (RQ) 1 (p. 12). That is, understanding how locus of
control, self-efficacy, and self-esteem influence individuals’ career satisfaction and life
satisfaction will help answer how the aB experience becomes relevant to students’ personal and
professional lives.
This study’s instrument and interview questions were administered as a pilot before
starting data collection. The pilot administration of this study’s data collection methods
contributed to the study’s level of dependability. Data collected from this testing session was
analyzed to ensure it is sufficient to answer the study’s research questions. The pilot and the
official survey were administered via Qualtrics, a web-based tool commonly used by researchers
to conduct and evaluate data to create statistical reports. Further, the pilot was administered to a
female aB alumni of Hispanic or Latina ethnic background, who participated in an international
(i.e., Dominican Republic) program in Spring 2010. While the pilot yielded rich data, the
instrument and interview questions were slightly modified. That is, the wording of some of the
questions were adjusted to ensure clarity. Lastly, two interview questions were added after
administering the pilot.
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Data Collection
Multiple methods of data collection were used to achieve triangulation (Bloomberg &
Volpe, 2012). Utilizing multiple methods of data collection facilitated the process of identifying
themes and categories. The two methods used were: The Service through Alternative Breaks
online survey and a semi-structured interview. While surveys were used to assess thoughts,
feelings, and opinions accurately, the purpose of utilizing an online survey in this study was to
stimulate thought and trigger specific emotions in a structured matter before beginning the
interview. The interview was then an opportunity for students to fill in the gap, offering
additional information in a more personable and less restrictive manner. Further, confidentiality
and anonymity was kept as (a) data gathered was handled by me, the researcher, only; (b)
documents were kept in a personal safe box and electronic data stored in a USF box account; a
cloud computing business that files data; and (c) a pseudo name was used to refer to each student
in their transcript file, during the analysis of data.
As students were invited to participate in this study, they were directed to the study’s
participant invitation (Appendix G). The participant invitation provided students with
information on the study’s purpose, level of commitment, and contact information. Students
interested in becoming a participant were asked to click on a link, directly on the participant
invitation, to take a 2-minute pre-screening questionnaire. The 2-minute pre-screening
questionnaire consisted of ten demographic questions (See Appendix E), which were reviewed to
confirm students’ eligibility to participate. As the 2-minute questionnaire was received, students
were added to a queue, in order of submission. The first six students to submit and meet the set
criteria were selected as tentative student participants. These tentative student participants
received a welcoming message, which included a copy of the study’s consent form and
instructions on how to set-up either a face-to-face or virtual meeting for data collection.
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Students were granted a maximum of seven days to review the information, ask questions,
and schedule a face-to-face or virtual meeting. Students who failed to schedule a meeting at the
end of the seventh day were automatically eliminated from the queue, as it was assumed they
were not committed. Once a meeting was confirmed, each student received an official message
outlining details established by both the researcher and the student. Each face-to-face and virtual
meeting lasted one-hour, maximum; 10-minutes for welcoming, discussing the study, answering
questions and establishing rapport; 10-minutes for the survey; 30-minutes for the interview; and a
10-minute conclusion and question/answer session (Figure 5). Further, students that submitted a
form and were not selected to participate were notified of their ineligibility and thanked for their
interest.

Figure 5. 1-hr Student Commitment Breakdown

Virtual meetings. Virtual meetings were offered upon request if participants were unable
to meet face-to-face. Skype was used to connect virtually. Skype is a telecommunication
application that facilitates video chat and voice calls, utilizing a tablet, mobile phone, or laptop.
Students who connected virtually were responsible for obtaining an appropriate device (e.g.,
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laptop, tablet) to take the online survey and connect through Skype for the interview. During the
virtual meeting, students were welcomed, briefed on the study and data collection methods, and
questions about the study were answered. After the welcoming session, students were given
approximately 15 minutes to complete the survey before beginning the interview.
Face-to-face meetings. All face-to-face meetings took place in a pre-scheduled
conference room in this FYC. Students were handed a device to complete the survey, with the
option to use their device. During the face-to-face, students were welcomed, briefed on the study
and data collection methods, and questions about the study were answered. After the welcoming
session, students were left alone for approximately 15 minutes to complete the survey before
beginning the interview.
The survey. This self-report instrument is designed to incite the recollection of the aB
experience and how students may feel better prepared to select an academic major, after
participating in aB. Students were given approximately 10-minutes to complete the survey before
starting the interview. Students who met face-to-face were provided a laptop to complete the
survey. Students who connected virtually were responsible for acquiring a device to complete the
survey before starting the interview. Appendix F provides a copy of the survey.
The interview. Interviews lasted approximately 30 minutes and offered students an
opportunity to share their experience as a student participant in the aB program at one four-year
college. Students were asked a total of 12 open-ended questions and were encouraged to share
anything else they felt was important and not asked during the interview. Table 3 (p. 64) shows
how the interview questions were designed to answer the research questions. Interviews were
semi-structured; a pre-determined set of questions were asked while granting each student the
autonomy to route the conversation in the direction necessary to provide full insight of their
perception. The following were the questions consistently asked in each interview session:
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1) Why did you join aB?
2) What did you hope to gain from aB when you decided to join?
3) Do you believe aB contributed to your global thinking? Leadership development?
Professional development? If so, how so?
4) Looking back at your overall experience, what did aB offer you?
5) What is the fondest memory you have of your aB experience?
6) What do you believe is essential for aB programs to have in order for it to be a meaningful
experience?
7) What did you learn about yourself, through the aB experience?
8) What soft and hard skills did you develop through the aB experience?
9) How has aB influenced your future?
10) What is the one thing you will take away from the aB experience?
11) Do you feel better prepared to select an academic major after participating in an aB
program? Why or why not?
12) Do you feel that aB should be an experience all students share? Why or why not?
Three face-to-face meetings and one virtual meeting took place on May 17th, 2019; one
virtual meeting took place on May 18th, 2019, and the last virtual meeting on May 28th, 2019. All
face-to-face meetings took place in a conference room located in the Deuxieme Maison building
in a FYC. All meetings, face-to-face and virtual, stayed within the allocated 1-hr time frame.
Upon completing the final interview, audio recordings were downloaded from the digital
recorder to a USF Box account. Similarly, a Qualtrics report was pulled showing the survey
responses of each student, and these were also uploaded to the USF Box account for safekeeping.
Once data was secured, the transcribing process began, following Braun & Clark’s (2006) phases
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of thematic analysis. Braun & Clark’s six-phases of thematic analysis was used as a guide for
successfully identifying, analyzing, and reporting patterns of themes and categories.
Table 3
Research Questions and Interview Questions Matrix
How do aB students in a
FYC describe the
relevance of the program
to their personal and
professional lives?

What knowledge and/or
skills do students in a
FYC describe as having
been exposed to, through
the aB program?

How do aB students in a
FYC explain the influence
the program has on their
academic major selection
and career exploration?

Why did you join aB?

x

What did you hope to
gain from aB when you
decided to join?

x

x

x

Do you believe aB
contributed to your global
thinking? Leadership
development?
Professional
Development?

x

x

x

Looking back at your
overall experience, what
did aB offer you?

x

x

What is the fondest
memory you have of your
aB experience?

x

What do you believe is
essential for aB programs
to have for it to be a
meaningful experience?

x

What did you learn about
yourself, through the aB
experience?

x

x

What soft and hard skills
did you develop through
the aB experience?
How has aB influenced
your future?

x

x

x

x
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Table 3 (Continued)
How do aB students in a
FYC describe the
relevance of the program
to their personal and
professional lives?

What is the one thing you
will take away from the
aB experience?

What knowledge and/or
skills do students in a
FYC describe as having
been exposed to, through
the aB program?

x

Do you feel better
prepared to select an
academic major after
participating in an aB
program? Why or why
not?
Do you feel that aB
should be an experience
all students share?

How do aB students in a
FYC explain the influence
the program has on their
academic major selection
and career exploration?

x

x

x

x

Data Analysis
This study followed Braun & Clark’s (2006) six-phases of thematic analysis. The selected
steps of analysis allowed for the identification, analysis, and reporting of patterns and themes
within data. Further, Braun & Clark’s (2006) suggested phases, provided rich details which
helped interpret aspects of the phenomenon under study. In the first phase, familiarizing yourself
with your data, data gathered was transcribed, verbatim, and carefully reviewed to confirm what
is both said and conveyed by each student. To achieve data accuracy, priority was given to
attaining a functional recording device while ensuring the recording of detailed answers. In this
study, Temi was used in this phase. Temi is an online transcribing program that offers an initial
transcription of digital files, a draft. After receiving the draft transcription of each student
interview, these were carefully and extensively reviewed and edited, to achieve accuracy.
In the second phase, generating initial codes, data was organized systematically and
carefully reviewed. The process of organizing data in preparation for the coding process is
69

essential to successfully analyze data and minimize the risk of omitting relevant information.
Next, there was a preliminary review of data; information was collated, coded, and general
patterns identified. Phase three, searching for themes, allowed for a thorough review and
identification of emerging themes and categories and the extraction of pertinent student quotes.
Table 4 illustrate the themes and categories that emerged during data analysis. Further, this table
also depicts which research question would be answered by the emerged themes and categories.
Table 4
Themes for Data Analysis
RQ
Theme
RQ 1-3

Category

Students’ impressions Program Structure
of the aB program

Subcategory
Strong Direct Service
Orientation
Education
Training
Reflection
Reorientation
Diversity & Social
Justice

Connection to Social Issue Career Interest
Past Experience
RQ 1

Relevancy to Personal A Purpose
Life
Relevancy to
Professional Life

RQ2

Skills & Abilities:

RQ3

Career & Job

Assumed Responsibility
Future Implications

Hands-on & Authentic
Field-knowledge
Exposure
Soft Skills
Hard Skills
Career-related Abilities
Career Validation

The analysis of data entered phase four, reviewing themes. This phase involved
generating a thematic map of the analysis, showing that identified themes work with the coded
extracts and the data set. That is, generating a thematic map ensures that data collected, and the
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themes and categories identified are aligned. The fifth phase, defining and naming themes,
involved combining, eliminating, and defining the themes that have been established. The section
below will provide a list of the themes, categories, and subcategories identified in this study, with
a definition of each. In the final phase, producing the report, the emphasis was on ensuring the
most vivid extracts were selected while making the connection to the literature, the research
questions, and the conceptual framework, in order to produce a scholarly report of the analysis.
Defining themes and categories. Exploratory studies serve to generate themes and
categories, implying starting the analysis with a blank canvas, avoiding tentative themes. As
such, data were carefully analyzed in search of themes and categories, which offered an
understanding of how the service-based experience offered by aB may prepare students for the
selection of an academic major. The questions included in the survey and asked during each
interview were informed by the conceptual framework. As is, each emerging theme and category
might appear to relate to the framework. The following defines each theme and category.
Students’ impressions of the aB program. A theme used to represent students’ feelings
and perceptions, positive or negative, toward the aB program at one four-year college.
Program structure. This category referenced the structure of aB, per the eight components
of a quality program (p. 22). Thus, this category included the eight components of a quality
program, as subcategories: strong direct service, orientation, education, training, reflection,
reorientation, diversity & social justice.
Connection to the social issue. A category used to reference the social issue addressed
during an aB trip — the interest or lack thereof, as well as to students’ familiarity with the social
issue.
Relevant to personal life. Reference to this theme encompasses the many ways aB
students believe the experience is relevant to their life, at a personal level.
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A purpose. This category referenced how the aB program encouraged students to find
purpose. This pursuit of purpose leads to students feeling a sense of responsibility to create
change, thus impacting the decisions they make moving forward. Thus, this category included the
subcategories of assumed responsibility and future implications.
Relevant to professional life. Reference to this theme encompasses the many ways aB
students believed the experience is relevant to their life, at a professional level.
Hands-on & authentic. A category that references students’ perceptions about the work
completed while on-site; the level of authenticity found through the aB program at one four-year
college. Further, this category included professional gains, resulting from the authenticity
described.
Field-knowledge exposure. A category used to reference the field-related knowledge aB
students were exposed to, through the aB program. This field-related knowledge was associated
with students’ career interests and/or students’ interest in the social issue being addressed.
Skills & abilities. A theme used to reference skills and career-related abilities, attained
and/or developed through an aB experience.
Soft skills. A category used to reference skills difficult to measure and/or document yet
are essential when interacting effectively and harmoniously with others in a personal or
professional setting.
Hard skills. A category used to reference the skills that are teachable, measurable, and
documentable in a personal or professional setting.
Career-related abilities. This category referenced those developed abilities that may
contribute to students’ ability to select an academic major and/or career field; abilities that are
beneficial and/or encouraged, in a career/job.
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Career & job. A theme that encompassed students’ perception of how the aB experience
is relevant to a career and/or job interest; a theme that references the ways the aB experience offer
exposure to career-related opportunities.
Career validity. References made about the opportunities offered by the aB program, to
validate a career and/job interest. Students’ perceptions about how they were able to confirm a
career interest through the aB program.
Ethical Considerations
In this study, ethical considerations were carefully reviewed. While ethical issues can
arise in all phases of the research process, establishing safeguards to protect students from all
harm while ensuring confidentiality, is of high importance (Bloomberg & Volpe, 2012). Students
received a consent form immediately after expressing interest in the study. The consent form
served to provide an overview of the study, the commitment involved, and how their identity was
kept confidential. Further, there was a minimum of three windows of opportunities to express
concerns related to the study and their involvement. These windows of opportunities were
offered: (1) during the initial contact with students as they inquired about participating in the
study; (2) at the start of the face-to-face/virtual meeting; and (3) at the end of the meeting when
setting closure to the meeting, discussing the next steps, and dismissing the student. To further
protect student participants, the following ethical considerations were noted.
The first ethical concern was the potential bias resulting from my affiliation with the
research site and my passion for the topic under study. That is, the study was conducted at an
institution where I was formerly employed, with the assistance of a department for which I
worked, bias may be inadvertently present. Additionally, I have been involved in service-based
programs for over 15 years; thus, my passion for service work may create bias. To address this
concern, biased was continuously monitored by: (a) utilizing the “member checks’ method which
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entails sending transcripts to students to confirm their story was conveyed, accurately; and (b)
utilizing the “peer debriefing” method which enhances accuracy by seeking the help of a
colleague to examine my field notes and my assumptions, thereby considering alternate ways of
interpreting collected data (Bloomberg & Volpe, 2012).
A second ethical concern involved the use of vague language that may be inadvertently
misleading to students. To avoid utilizing language that is misleading, the following was
addressed: (a) who was conducting the study, a third party, not affiliated with the Center for
Leadership and Service and this FYC; and (b) the option to accept, deny, or express neutrality,
when answering items on the Service through Alternative Breaks survey. That is, to ensure
students provide accurate answers, there was a disclaimer, during initial contact with student
participants. This disclaimer indicated the Center for Leadership and Service did not conduct this
study; participants were encouraged to respond honestly with no concerns about how their
answers may impact their status within the aB program. Further, each question on the survey
students completed allowed students to opt-out of responding, indicating they were unsure.
Offering I don’t know as an outlet may alleviate the pressure felt when required to either confirm
or deny a claim.
Issues of Trustworthiness
Addressing issues of trustworthiness ensured the study was valid, reflecting the world
being described as reliable while ensuring researchers studying the same phenomenon, draw
compatible observations (Bloomberg & Volpe, 2012). The following section will provide a
discussion on the study's credibility, dependability, and transferability.
A focus on credibility suggests that student’s perceptions were accurately conveyed by the
researcher (Bloomberg & Volpe, 2012). As discussed above (p. 70), “member checks” and “peer
debriefings” ensured that data was collected and conveyed accurately and analyzed, free of
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biased. Further, credibility was demonstrated as data was collected and corroborated through
several sources: a survey and an interview, allowing for the identification of discrepancies and
variation in the understanding of the phenomenon (Bloomberg & Volpe, 2012). In addition to
multiple data collection sources leading to triangulation, credibility was achieved. Credibility
was achieved through my robust understanding and authentic experience of the overall topic,
including (a) the exploratory/undecided student population, given my over eight years of
experience as an academic advisor, specializing in this population; (b) the aB program, having
served as the graduate advisor of the program at this FYC and having participated in the program
for several years; and (c) the over ten years of experience participating in service-based projects.
My prolonged experience and familiarity with the aB program is invaluable, allowing me to better
understand related concepts and shared. My background in service-based programs and aB might
allow for a more accurate interpretation of students’ perceptions.
A focus on dependability suggested that research processes and procedures were tracked
during the collection and interpretation of data (Bloomberg & Volpe, 2012). Though a thorough
explanation of data collection and analysis was provided, data is available upon request, with the
exclusion of students’ identifiable information. Further, as shared above (p. 70), “peer
debriefing” allowed for inter-rater reliability, thereby reducing bias and increasing consistency.
A focus on transferability suggested that this study’s findings fit other contexts
(Bloomberg & Volpe, 2012). To achieve transferability and communicate a holistic and realistic
picture, rich descriptions were provided on: (a) Break Away’s history and qualities for a quality
program; (b) background of the aB program in a FYC; and (c) the resources available to
exploratory/undecided students in a FYC, through a thematic review.
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Limitations
Several strategies were used in this study to minimize issues of trustworthiness. This
study, however, is not devoid of limitations. First, this study focused on the aB program, and it
was limited to the students who participated in a service-based experience through the Alternative
Break program in a FYC. There are various service-based programs in higher education
institutions and specifically in a FYC. Some of the more renowned is, for example, Habitat for
Humanity and MLK Day of Service. Although these programs are notorious for offering students
a meaningful experience, this study is limited to Alternative Breaks. In addition to limiting the
study to the aB program in a FYC, it is assumed that each aB project in this school follows the
Eight Components of a Quality aB program. The same non-profit organization sponsors all aB
programs, Break Away. Moreover, the structure of the program is standard, requiring all
programs to follow the same guidelines; however, making this assumption may be a limitation.
The recruitment process of student participants in a four-year college also incurred
limitations. Geographically, the culture and demographic composition of each institution may
have implications on how they perceive the aB experience. According to Data USA in 2016, the
Hispanic or Latino population in this FYC was 63.9% with Black or African American being the
second-highest, at 12.4%. If data collected in this study derives from participants of a singular
ethnic background, their perceptions may not represent students of diverse ethnic backgrounds.
Further, this study’s transferability may suffer if the demographic composition of the sample
population is homogenous.
There is limited literature available on Alternative Breaks and student outcomes. The
research found did not offer detailed insight into how service-based experiences through aB may
contribute to students’ personal and professional lives while developing global thinking. Further,
the lack of literature led to a decision to look at other types of service-based programs such as
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service-learning. While this study justified the decision to review service-learning literature,
scholars and field experts may disapprove of this decision.
Chapter Summary
This chapter offered an overview of the research design, and a justification for the selected
approach, an exploratory qualitative study. The intent was to understand students’ perceptions
about how the aB experience might prepare them to select an academic major. The detailed
description of the research context is presented to achieve transferability. Further, this chapter
detailed the study’s methodology, participants, the recruitment process, and how data was
analyzed to seek answers to each research question. Lastly, the chapter addressed issues of
trustworthiness that were addressed to achieve credibility and dependability. Next, Chapter 4 will
detail the major findings in this study and provide participant quotes and descriptive statistics to
support these results.
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Chapter 4: Research Findings
The purpose of this qualitative exploratory study was to describe a phenomenon: how the
service-based experience offered through Alternative Breaks (aB) might prepare student
participants for the selection of an academic major. The Alternative Breaks program at a fouryear college was selected for this qualitative exploratory study. Further, Reyes’ Three Areas of
Focus and Hansen’s Integrative Life Planning theory were applied to Astin’s I-E-O Model to
understand if the environment provided by this FYC’s aB program can prepare students for
selecting an academic major. Six 2019 aB students were interviewed in May 2019 and
administered a survey. Their perceptions were recorded and transcribed. This chapter will
provide an overview of the participants in this study and discuss the major findings. These
findings derived from both methods of data collection, the Service through Alternative Breaks
(aB) survey and the interview, as follows:
Briefly, three major findings emerged from this study:
1. All six students (100%) indicated the aB experience is relevant to their personal life as it
gave them purpose, often becoming a spiritual experience. The experience was also
relevant to their professional life as authentic, and hands-on experience exposed them to
field-knowledge related to the social issue.
2. All six students (100%) indicated they were exposed to skills and abilities identified as (a)
soft skills, (b) hard skills, and (c) career-related abilities.
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3. While all six students indicated in their interview that aB allowed them to validate their
major and career interests, per the administered survey, only three students (50%) believed
to be better prepared to select an academic major.
Research Participants
Interviewees. Six 2019 aB students were interviewed in May 2019. They also completed
a questionnaire (Appendix F). Four participants (66%) were female and two (33%) male, with
five (83%) identifying as Hispanic or Latino and one (17%) identifying as Black or African
American. The sample of this qualitative exploratory study was diverse in their status of
declaring an academic major. Out of six participants, three (50%) had a declared academic major,
one (17%) were exploratory, and two (33%) had a declared major they are unsure about, were
spuriously declared. While the intent was to meet with each participant face-to-face, only three
(50%) of the meetings were in person; the remaining three (50%), were virtual meetings and
executed through the use of Skype. Table 5 illustrates, in more detail, the demographic
composition of the six students whose perceptions addressed the study’s research questions.
Two methods of data collection were used in this study to achieve triangulation while
successfully identifying pertinent themes and categories. These methods are The Service through
Alternative Breaks online survey and a semi-structured interview. The six students who
participated in this study were recruited through one of three ways: (1) the assistance of the
department that houses Alternative Breaks at one four-year college, the Center for Leadership &
Service; (2) the support of the academic advisors who forwarded the participant invitation
(Appendix G) to their caseload and other colleagues; and (3) live recruitment on May 17th, 2019,
as students were approached in Graham Center, this FYC’s Student’s Union building and asked if
they were a 2019 aB participant, willing to assist with a study.
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Table 5
Student Participant Demographics
Demographic Category

Response

Meeting format

Between the ages of 18 and 22:

Face-to-face: 3 (St. 1, 2, 3)
Virtual: 3 (St. 4, 5 6)
Female: 4
Male: 2
Hispanic or Latino: 5
Black or African American: 1
Yes: 6

Participated in a 2019 aB project:

Yes: 6

The aB project lasted 5-10 days:

Yes: 6

Served as a participant (non-leadership role):

Yes: 6

Prior to aB project, the student was a(n)…

Declared: 3
Exploratory: 1
Declared but unsure: 2
Biology: 3
Business: 1
Elementary Education: 1
Exploratory: 1

Gender:
Ethnicity:

Current major:

The Center for Leadership and Service in this FYC and the academic advisors who agreed
to help with recruitment forwarded the study’s participant invitation (Appendix G) to students.
This invitation included a disclaimer indicating an independent researcher is conducting this
study. The participant invitation offered students an overview of the study, including the time
commitment and contact information in case they had questions. The participant invitation also
included the link to the consent form (Appendix C), through Qualtrics. By clicking on the link,
students were able to (a) learn about the study; (b) review the consent form; (c) view the
researcher’s contact information to address questions or concerns; and (d) if interested in
becoming a participant, students could proceed to complete the 2-minute pre-screening
questionnaire to determine eligibility. The 2-minute pre-screening questionnaire consisted of ten
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demographic questions (See Appendix E), which were reviewed to confirm students’ eligibility to
participate.
Eligible students will receive an e-mail notifying them of their acceptance into this study.
As this confirmation is sent to each student participant, they will be assigned a pseudonym.
Several factors were considered when choosing a pseudonym for a participant. First, the intent
was to provide authenticity by selecting a name that would honor students’ culture. Secondly,
each pseudonym discloses the order in which students participated in the study. The following
pseudonyms were chosen: Anna Adams, Ben Báez, Christian Calderón, Dadorie Dume, Emily
Echeverría, and Felicia Flores.
Participant profiles. The profiles of the six student participants in this study are outlined
below. While the profiles are brief, each provides an overview of students’ status at the time they
participated in an aB program.
Anna Adams. Anna Adams is a Hispanic or Latina, female aB participant. She is a
declared biological science student at this first-year college. She participated in a national (i.e.,
Utah) five-to-ten-day aB program in Spring 2019 and participated in this study, face-to-face.
Ben Báez. Ben Báez is a Hispanic or Latino, male aB participant. He is a spuriously
declared student; that is, he is declared as an international business major at this first-year college
but is unsure of his selection. He has participated in a total of two aB programs; one program was
local and the other national. Specifically, he participated in a national (i.e., Chicago) five-to-tenday aB program in Spring 2019 and participated in this study, face-to-face.
Christian Calderón. Christian Calderón is a Hispanic or Latino, male aB participant. He
declared biology as his major, on the pre-med track, at this first-year college. Mr. Calderón has
participated in a total of two aB programs, both at international locations. Specifically, he
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participated in an international (i.e., Peru) five-to-ten-day aB program in Spring 2019 and
participated in this study, face-to-face.
Dadorie Dume. Dadorie Dume is a Black or African American, female aB participant.
She is exploratory at this first-year college. She participated in an international (i.e., Costa Rica)
five-to-ten-day aB program in Spring 2019 and participated in this study, virtually.
Emily Echeverría. Emily Echeverría is a Hispanic or Latina, female aB participant. She is
a declared biology student at this first-year college. She participated in an international (i.e.,
Parimbo Suriname) five-to-ten-day aB program in Spring 2019 and participated in this study,
virtually.
Felicia Flores. Felicia Flores is a Hispanic or Latina, female aB participant. She is a
spuriously declared; that is, she is declared as an elementary education major at his first-year
college but is unsure of her selection. She participated in an international (i.e., Parimbo
Suriname) five-to-ten-day aB program in Spring 2019 and participated in this study, virtually.
Major Research Findings
Data collected through the Service through Alternative Breaks survey was reviewed. Each
survey item was examined with the intent to develop descriptive statistics to answer this study’s
research questions. Below are data collected from the survey and each interview. Data is
organized under each research question. Prior to students completing the survey, they received a
verbal overview of the study and were asked to relate their overall aB experience to their life.
That is, students were encouraged to reflect on their experience as they answer each survey
question (see Appendix F). While the survey does not generate rich and descriptive data to
understand students’ perceptions, the findings of this survey were used to supplement data
collected during each interview. Prior to outlining the major findings in the current study,
students’ overall impressions of the aB program are worth discussing.
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All six students (100%) expressed that aB was a positive experience, an experience every
college student should receive. One student specifically said:
I believe aB should be something that all students should be a part of; it helps out with
choosing what you want to do with your life, choosing a certain career path (Ben Báez).
Another student discussed the importance of encouraging others to take part in service
programs such as aB. She referenced the significance of such experiences as it allows people to
be part of a solution, to be proactive, and create change. She stated:
I feel like everyone should be a part of service in one way or another because you don’t
know the change that you can be making. Service is so important because you are the
change that you want to see in the world. So, you can go out there and complain about
whatever you want in life but, if you’re not putting effort to change something, then nothing
is ever going to change (Anna Adams).
When questioned about the program and what they felt makes the aB program different
and perhaps unique, all six students indicated that aB was a meaningful experience because of the
structure of the program and their connection to the social issue addressed through aB.
Through the review of data collected, it was apparent that aB does enforce the Eight
Components of a Quality Alternative Break program, Table 1 (p. 30). While the responses of all
six students varied, their responses were all linked to one, or multiple, components of a quality
program. Ben Báez talked about the meetings facilitated by the site leaders and how, in these
meetings students were informed of the mission of the project and the service they would execute
once on site. This student’s response reflects the education and training components. Similarly,
Christian Calderón shared an emotional story about his first day back from is aB project. Prior to
his trip, he experienced the initial symptoms of a cold. These symptoms worsened with the
change in altitude and temperature in Peru. As a result of these changes, he developed pneumonia
83

and went to an emergency room, straight from the airport, when he returned from Peru. Upon
arriving at the emergency room, he shared the excellent care he received; two IVs with
antibiotics, blood work, a chest x-ray, two nurses, and a doctor attending to his care with no worry
about medical bills because he has insurance. Christian Calderón states about his experience:
It made me more aware of the inequalities in healthcare around the world and made me
more aware of the privilege that I have. My parents didn’t understand why I was getting so
emotional. My girlfriend was saying that I was going to be okay and I was like, I know I
am going to be okay but, it’s not about that. It’s about what I’ve seen and experiencing the
inequalities. Why do I deserve this amount of care and others don’t? (Christian Calderón).
The story shared by Christian Calderón coincided with the diversity and social justice
component, which encourages dialogue about systems of power and privilege. His story also
supports the component of reflection which promotes the synthesizing of service and education.
Reflection encourages students to make connections to one’s life often leading to another
component, reorientation, and the continued effort to advocate, educate and take action.
Through the analysis of data collected, several components of quality surfaced. The
responses of all six students can be referenced back to one or several components. The most
commonly referenced components of a quality program were: diversity and social justice (6
students), education (4 students), orientation (3 students), training (3 students). The
implementation of these components contributed to the overall quality of the program, one that is
positive and meaningful. While all six students referred to at least one component of a quality
program, two students identified other components they felt contributed to the experience.
Dadorie Dume insisted that effective communication is paramount in the success of the aB
program. She explained that her team leaders worked well together depicting mutual respect and
high regard for the cause. Having team leaders that communicated well, according to Dadorie,
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led to a cohesive group. Felicia Flores also emphasized communication, but from a distinct angle.
She discussed how communication within the team members allowed for bonding and the
development of friendships.
The connection students felt to the social issue addressed through aB also contributed to
creating an experience that is positive and meaningful. The aB participant application at a FYC
(See Appendix D) require students to select the social issues they are of most interest; the
geographical location of each site is not shared initially but rather after students have applied and
were accepted into a site. The appropriate aB committee member is then tasked with ensuring
that applications are disseminated per the social issue selected, ensuring that students are ideally
assigned to their first choice.
All six students (100%), expressed contentment and a genuine interest in the social issue
being addressed through aB. Anna Adams was explicit when she stated that her experience is a
meaningful one when there is a connection to the social issue. In some cases, the social issue
chosen aligned with a career interest; in other cases, it aligned with experience. Dadorie Dume,
for example, selected the animal welfare social issue for her interest in becoming a wildlife
photographer and starting a business partnering with National Geographic. Conversely, Ben
Báez’s selection of the youth development social issue was influenced by his experience. He
stated:
I’ve always helped out younger students because in my elementary I had a section that was
dedicated to special needs students and I would always go to their class and help those
students. So I started realizing that youth development is something that I’ve always been
doing (Ben Báez).
Relevance to personal and professional life. All six students indicated the aB
experience was relevant to their personal life as it gave them purpose, often becoming a spiritual
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experience. The experience was also relevant to their professional life as the authentic, hands-on
experience exposed them to field-knowledge related to the social issue.
While students described the relevance, aB had in their personal lives in many ways, the
overriding response was the aB experience gave them purpose. Further, four students utilized
descriptive words referencing spirituality, as defined in this study. In this study, the definition of
spirituality is inspired by Hansen’s ILP theory. Hansen’s (1997) ILP theory discusses students’
intention to explore spirituality, purpose, and meaning. As such, spirituality is defined as a quest
for meaning, for the purpose of life and a sense of life direction (Sheldrake, 2013). What
distinguishes spirituality from meaningfulness is that spirituality often calls to action. That is, an
experience is more than meaningful, it is spiritual when it invites the individual to make decisions
and create change in one’s life and that of others. Ben Báez indicated that service work is a duty
of mankind, implying the purpose of life, is to give back and provide service to those in need.
Conversely, Emily Echeverría emphasized discovering one’s passion through service, as this will
then lead to the identification of a purpose and provide a sense of life direction. Emily Echeverría
further discussed how the best version of herself surfaces when she is providing service to others,
thereby reiterating that meaning and life fulfillment is found, through service. According to
students’ responses, the purpose they felt through aB translated into a responsibility to contribute
to a social cause and an opportunity to reflect on implications this newly assumed responsibility
will have on future decisions.
During their interviews, students overwhelming referenced the responsibility they now
feel they have to contribute to a social cause. While the majority indicated that everyone has a
shared responsibility to contribute to a bigger cause, others sought to empower those around them
to find purpose insisting that unless effort is put forth to create change, a complaint is not
permitted. The following quotes further conveyed these sentiments:
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I think that every person on this planet is here for a purpose (Emily Echeverría).
Do what you need to do, to remind yourself of why you’re here (Christian Calderón).
You are the change that you want to see in the world so you can go out there and complain
about whatever you want in life. But, if you’re not putting any effort to change
something, then nothing ever, is going to change (Anna Adams).
Similarly, during their interviews, students overwhelming referenced the implications this
newly assumed responsibility will have in their future endeavors. That is, students were cognizant
of the personal changes occurring within and indicated the experience would impact the decisions
they will make, moving forward. Ben Báez described how the aB experience was eye-opening
and life-changing; an experience that made him realize his goal of having a future that allows him
to give back to the less fortunate. Conversely, Felicia Flores discussed how important it is for her
to find a career path that allows her to do work that benefits others. She stated:
That’s why I think I’ve struggled so much with actually finding a major that I want; just
because I relate it back to my future and how this is going to help me actually get a job
that I really enjoy, that I really think is meaningful, not just to me, but to other people as
well (Felicia Flores).
During the interviews, several students made statements connecting the aB experience to
decisions they will make in the near future. That is, a synthesis process was apparent as students
referenced their futures. Anna Adams, for example, is aware of her ability to contribute to a cause
and brainstorming on things she can do to advocate. She said:
It helped me gain better insight on how my efforts can actually contribute; what’s stopping
me from going out there and advocating for all the animals that are being neglected or
abused; what way can I put my efforts in, to stop it? (Anna Adams)
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The aB experience was also relevant to student’s professional life as the authentic, handson experience exposed them to field-knowledge related to the social issue. All six students
referred to the aB experience being hands-on and authentic, leading to the exposure of fieldknowledge. Anna Adams discussed the experience was hands-on and authentic, motivating her to
come back focused on completing her degree. She discussed how the authentic experience she
encountered, encouraged her to overcome taking classes that she deems challenging and
irrelevant, yet are required, to reach her ultimate goal of becoming a veterinarian. Christian
Calderón, also a biology major, indicated that after experiencing aB, he understood the basics are
worth learning; the hands-on field experience helped him zoom out on the big picture and
understand the importance of the coursework. Further, Christian Calderón stated that working in
clinics in Peru allowed him to understand how the health care system works there in comparison
to the United States. Felicia Flores, similarly, described how working with children during her aB
project solidified her desire to use her profession to do meaningful work.
While all six students indicated the aB experience offered an authentic experience,
students also reported the experience was relevant and connected to their lives. Specifically, five
students indicated the aB experience was relevant to their overall life, and five students also
indicated they felt connected to the experience and the social issue being addressed.
Exposure to knowledge, skills, and career-related abilities. All six students (100%)
indicated they were exposed to skills and abilities identified as (a) soft skills (b) hard skills and (c)
career-related abilities.
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Figure 6. Career-related Abilities.

When questioned about skills they were exposed through the aB experience, all six
students agreed they were exposed to global thinking, leadership, and professional skills. For
example, Ben Báez, who participated in a national aB project, indicated that aB helped him
recognize that people are different while learning about their cultures. Conversely, Felicia Flores,
who hoped to participate in an international aB project, to be exposed to international diversity,
and served in Suriname, stated that global thinking was attained through her service as:
They [people of Suriname] have so many cultures within that one country, and those were
cultures that I hadn’t been exposed to before (Felicia Flores).
Similarly, all participants indicated to have been exposed to leadership skills. Many
exhibited these leadership skills through advocacy; others exhibited leadership by taking the
initiative during and after the aB experience. For example, Ben Báez, though an aB student
participant, became a teacher to his peers. He shared:
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I was teaching a lot of the hard skills because I have more of a medical background than
most students--whereas some student who has never been on a trip, don’t (Ben Báez).
Participants were also exposed to professional skills through the aB program. Christian
Calderón described how he not only network with medical doctors, but these exhibited respect
towards the medical student volunteers and their service work. As indicated by Emily Echeverría,
such experiences were opportunities to exhibit professionalism and one’s own best version.
According to Anna Adams, these experiences ultimately contributed to her ability to determine
which specialty would be appropriate.
In addition to the skills, all supported the study’s literature review as each participant was
exposed to soft skills, hard skills, and career-related abilities, all specific to their aB experience
and the social issue addressed. Table 6 illustrates the skills and abilities each student participant
reported as being exposed to, through the aB program, in a FYC. The soft and hard skills were
data collected through the interviews; the career-related abilities were data collected through the
survey.
The analysis of the career-related abilities outlined in the study’s survey supported the top
three abilities identified by students (Figure 6). These abilities are the purpose of life, dreams,
and skills. That is, all six students indicated that aB helped them think about their purpose in life;
five students indicated that aB helped them establish dreams while inspiring them to work
towards realizing them; five believed they identified, learned, and used skills during their aB
experience. Additionally, four students believed that they were encouraged to set goals, identify
their priorities, network, and identify their interests.
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Table 6
Skills and Abilities
Student
Soft Skills

Hard Skills

Career-related Abilities

A. Adams

Advocacy
Communication
Empathy/compassion
Teamwork

B. Báez

Communication
Networking
Reflection
Taking initiative

Writing

Dreams
Goal setting
Identification of interests
Interviewing
Networking
Priorities

Purpose of life
Skills
Time Mgmt

C.Calderón

Empathy/compassion
Networking
Taking initiative

Career options.
Dreams
Goal setting
Education
Priorities

Purpose of life
Skills

D. Dume

Active listening
Communication

BP
Heart rate
Physical
exam
Resume
builder
Teaching
Animal Care
Building
Planting

Career options
Dreams
Goal setting
Identification of interests
Networking
Priorities

Purpose of life
Skills
Time Mgmt

E. Echeverría Communication
Empathy/compassion
Taking initiative
Teamwork

Building
Painting
Planting

Purpose of life

F. Flores

Clinic
organization
Conflict
management
Doctor
recruitment
process
Native dish
Planting
Resume
builder

Dreams
Goal setting
Identification of interests
Networking
Purpose of life
Skills

Courage/confidence
Motivate/Encourage
Taking initiative

Career options available Purpose of Life
Dream
Skills
Identification of interests
Networking
Priorities
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Other identified career-related abilities, included: career options, time management,
education, interviewing, salary, career resources, selecting a major, and changing majors. A
description of each ability was provided to students in the study’s survey (Appendix F). While
students reported having been exposed to most of the career-related abilities through the aB
experience in a FYC, students did not report gains in the areas of salary, career resources,
selecting a major, or changing majors. As is, students denied the aB experience had impacted
their perceptions of these distinct career-related abilities.
Influence on selecting an academic major. While all six students indicated in their
interview that aB allowed them to validate their major and career interests, only three students
believed to be better prepared to select an academic major.
As discussed above, all six students indicated, through both survey findings and in
interviews, they were exposed to global thinking, leadership, and professional skills through the
aB experience. This study’s conceptual framework support that global thinking, leadership, and
professional skills contribute to one’s professional realm; a gain that can contribute to students’
academic major and career exploration process. While the exposure of these skills was
undisputed, this was not the only finding.
When students were asked about their readiness to select an academic major after
participating in an aB program, three students reported no change. During the interview,
however, all six students expressed they received opportunities to validate their major and/or
career interests. Emily Echeverría explained that through her aB experienced she realized she
possessed the necessary qualities to become an excellent pediatrician. She indicated how she is at
her best when she serves children and attends to their care. Further, she described reflecting on
her level of compassion, an essential sentiment when working with children. Felicia Flores
explained that participating in aB validated her interest in working with children, realizing it
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remains a passion. Dadorie Dume indicated the aB experience made her feel more confident
about her career choice. She said:
It made me feel more confident because I am doing business, and I want to open my own
business, having a sanctuary of my own, in Haiti (Dadorie Dume).
Christian Calderón addressed, from a different perspective, how he felt service work might
assist with selecting an academic major. He indicated that he believes the emphasis should be
placed on identifying what one wants to do with their life and then find a profession and academic
major that aligns. Specifically, he said, “Find a purpose, then a major!”. He stated that through
aB he reaffirmed what he wanted to do with his life. Ben Báez, Anna Adams, and Felicia Flores
also made explicit references to career validation resulting from the aB experience. They
explained:
I narrowed it down to where I want a career in business, where I can have this huge space
that people can come in and have resources available to them at a very low cost (Ben
Báez).
It made me feel more confident and solidified everything that I had thought about,
previously come in; it helped me see that this is the path that I want to go down. And so,
I’m applying for an internship there because I fell in love with the program so much and
I’ll be working with the veterinarian. That is exactly what I want to be doing (Anna
Adams).
It also helped me realize that within my profession, I want to do something that's
meaningful…I really want to do something meaningful with my life. I don't just want to
have a job and make a living because some people do see a job, as that. But I think I've
always seen it like something more. And going on trips like that, where you actually see
how you can impact people and how to make a change. Like, I always relate it back to my
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profession and what I want to do--it's just kind of like, gives me more reassurance…but that
I want my job to be more meaningful. Even if that means I don't get paid that much, or
things like that (Felicia Flores).
In addition, self-esteem, self-efficacy, and personal growth are essential in the decisionmaking process while deciding on academic major. As such, it is essential to reiterate that all six
students indicated the aB experience increased their personal growth and ability to engage in the
ongoing process of understanding and developing themselves to achieve full potential; five
students believe their self-efficacy increased along with their ability to perform a task and face a
situation; two students believe their self-esteem and self-worth increased through the aB
experience. Figure 7 illustrates these findings.

PERSONAL
GROWTH
SELFEFFICACY

SELFESTEEM

Figure 7. Increasing One’s Self-concept

Chapter Summary
This chapter presented the four findings uncovered by this study. Each finding was
organized following the relevant research question, incorporating data collected from the Service
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through Alternative Breaks survey and students’ interviews. As is typical of qualitative research,
samples of quotations from students are included in this report. Incorporating students’ own
words served to accurately communicate the reality of the students that participated in this FYC’s
aB program. Next, Chapter 5 will provide an interpretation of the study’s findings by outlining
drawn conclusions. This subsequent chapter also includes a discussion that will clarify essential
topics in this research; closure will be set with recommendations for future research.
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Chapter 5: Conclusions and Recommendations
The purpose of this qualitative study was to explore how Alternative Breaks programs
may prepare or support students in the selection of an academic major. Six aB students in a FYC
provided their perceptions of how their aB experience may have prepared them for the selection
of an academic major. Given this study’s exploratory nature, it was proposed that aB participants
would provide insight into how the program may be used as a career development strategy.
The current study used an exploratory approach to offer a descriptive analysis of the
Alternative Breaks program in a FYC, to collect qualitative data through the use of two methods:
The Service through Alternative Breaks survey and a 30-minute interview. Six aB students were
interviewed. The data were coded, analyzed, and organized by each research question using the
conceptual framework. The study was based on the following research questions:
1. How do aB students in a FYC describe the relevance of the program to their personal
and professional lives?
2. What knowledge and/or skills do students in a FYC describe, as having been exposed
to, through the aB program?
3. How do aB students in a FYC explain the influence the program has on their academic
major selection and career exploration?
Analytic categories aligned with each research question. These categories were also used
to code data and present the findings in the previous chapter. The goal was to connect patterns
within categories and to connect themes among the various categories. Relevant theory and
research were tied, while themes were compared and contrasted to issues raised by the literature.

96

This chapter will provide interpretative insights into these findings. Further, this chapter
is an attempt to reconstruct a more holistic understanding of how aB students believe the
experienced prepared them for selecting an academic major. The study’s findings are linked to
the conceptual framework to determine if the framework informs the concepts communicated in
this study. Further, the discussion section will compare this study’s findings to the literature,
thereby noting any contributions the study made to the scholarship in this area. The implications
of these findings are intended to augment the understanding of how the aB experience may
prepare students to select an academic major. This chapter will conclude with suggestions for
future research in the hope the findings presented in this study would serve to further expand
current knowledge.
Conclusions of the Research Results
Through analysis of the data and identification of findings, several conclusions are drawn.
The conclusions serve to understand better students’ perceptions about the aB experience and how
it prepared them for the selection of an academic major. Further, these conclusions, in turn, shed
light on the existing gap in current knowledge about the use of service-based experiences as a
career development strategy.
Alternative Breaks students in a FYC described the relevance of the program to their
personal and professional lives in ways that were specific to their individualized experience and
addressed a social issue. While students’ perceptions were distinctively detailed, they all agreed
that at a personal level the experience allowed them to find purpose. Often, reflecting on their
purpose in life led to a spiritual and introspective inter-process in which they made connections to
their personal lives, as described by Hansen (1997). After engaging in the aB experience,
students felt a sense of responsibility to be proactive and create change. The urge to feel
productive and create social change coincides with the literature, which indicated that service97

based experiences often lead students to select a serving profession related to social justice
(Bowen, 2007). This newly attained responsibility led to students reflecting on their future, their
careers, and the decisions they are inclined to make when seeking to further their contribution to
society. According to Bowen (2007) this retrospective process referred to as reflection, allows
students to consider the social issues impacting society while determining their role and
responsibility to contribute to a resolution.
Alternative Breaks’ relevance to students’ professional life showed to be evident. The aB
experience is hands-on and authentic, allowing students to be exposed to field-related knowledge.
That is, students, addressed a social issue of interest and received relevant professional exposure
while connecting with community leaders and host organizations. Previous studies have
supported that service-based work exposes students to management tasks that are field-specific
(Farrell, 2004), an exposure that can lead to students’ deciding on a career in a similar field
(Astin, et al., 2000). The authenticity of the hands-on, real-world service-based experience
offered opportunities to develop useful skills.
Students were exposed to several soft and hard skills in addition to career-related abilities.
These skills are distinctive through each aB experience. Although students identified soft and
hard skills and career-related abilities that are specific to their aB experience, all six participants
(100%) agreed these abilities contributed in some ways to their leadership and professional
growth while also being encouraged to think globally. It is hoped that exposure to leadership and
professional skills, in combination with a global perspective, can have implications on their
ability to make career decisions and select an academic major. According to Farrell (2004),
global thinking, the sensitivity, and awareness of societal issues are optimal to function in society
and the workplace; he also found the leadership competencies gained through such service-based
experiences have an impact on professional positions and career advancement.
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Another conclusion drawn from this study is the aB program in a FYC influenced
students’ career and academic major exploration process. As students engaged in aB, an
experience they described as authentic and relevant, they were exposed to field-related knowledge
and career-related abilities. Additionally, students unanimously found that through aB they
validated their interests, thereby determining if these tentative areas of interest remain a
consideration. Six student participants in this study supported Bowen’s (2007) claim that such
service-based experiences validate career interests, often leading to changing an academic major
and an increase in career readiness.
Additional evidence of aB contributing to students’ career and academic major exploration
process was supported in this study. Five students indicated that through aB they gained selfefficacy; six students stated they achieved personal growth. According to Lee (2009) and Astin et
al. (2000), self-esteem, self-efficacy, and personal growth are essential in the process of decisionmaking. An increase in these areas contributes to students' process of deciding on an academic
major.
All six students expressed that their aB experience was positive and meaningful in many
ways. Students reported the positive contribution offered by the aB experience was attributed to
the program’s structure and the fact that students are assigned to a service site/location based on
their interest in a social issue. All six students in this study were assigned a social issue of
interest so that from the start students felt a connection to the program. This connection became
substantial throughout the program; through frequent meetings and the execution of the service
project. Furthermore, an emphasis on the program’s global structure increased student outcomes
(Piacitelli et al., 2013).
In the review of this study’s conceptual framework (Figure 8; p.97), findings supported
the aB experience in a FYC that is authentic, relevant, and offered connectedness. According to
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Reyes (2015) authenticity, relevancy, and connectedness are essential to ensure student success.
Findings supported Hansen’s (1997) ILP theory and the belief that people sought to find meaning
in the work they do by integrating the mind, the body, and the spirit when choosing a career.
Findings supported that students were exposed to leadership and professional skills and global
thinking. Lastly, students reported having experienced increased personal growth and selfefficacy; essential in the decision-making process. If the environment offered by the aB
experience is successfully interpreted by this study’s conceptual framework, the output would be
students’ preparedness to select an academic major. However, gaps in the data collected require
further discussion.
While data collected from each student aligns with the environment (Figure 8; p.97) all six
students agreed they validated a career and/or academic major interest. Only three students felt
better prepared to select an academic major after participating in Alternative Breaks.
Additionally, not one student reported having selected or changed their academic major upon
participating in aB (Figure 6, p.84). Further, while the literature indicated that personal growth,
self-efficacy, and self-esteem have been essential in the decision-making process, only two
students reported having increased their self-esteem. The findings and conclusions drawn in this
study suggest that incorporating career development guidance may encourage students to
internalize their aB experience and relate it back to the selection of an academic major and career
exploration process.
Discussions
Several points of discussion will be emphasized to achieve clarity on this study’s findings
and conclusions. This section will provide a discussion on (a) student support services and
selecting an academic major, (b) the validation of this study’s conceptual framework, (c) research
limitations, and (d) trustworthiness and ethical considerations.
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Student support services and selecting an academic major. According to Gordon
(1995) and Nelson (2013), a majority of higher education students, 50-80% are either exploratory
or have changed their academic major at least once. This study showed that three students were
either exploratory or unsure of their academic major. The statistic does not account for the
number of students who have already changed their academic major. Additionally, it can be
noted that at least half of the participants in the study could benefit from further careerdevelopment guidance. Three students described having a positive experience through the aB
program; internalizing the experience, with the guidance of a specialized career or academic
advisor, could assist them in making a decision. With an academic match and additional student
support services, students might be less likely to drop out of college.
According to Tinto (1975), student support services can provide students with peergroup/social interaction and motivate them to persist in college. As described in Tinto’s (1975)
Student Departure theory, Figure 4 (p.48), if HEIs exhibit institutional commitment by exposing
students to social interactions with peers and faculty, they are more likely to persist. Servicebased experiences like aB exposed students to social interactions with other students and the host
organization. Alternative Break participants work with community leaders, faculty advisors, and
members of the community. As such, institutional commitment is manifested, encouraging
students to feel connected to a larger community and possibly move forward to degree
completion.
Connection to conceptual framework. Alternative Breaks is not designed for career
confirmation. As such, this study’s conceptual framework informs the concepts of this study.
The framework suggested that upon participating in the aB program at one four-year college,
students may feel better prepared to select an academic major. Astin’s I-E-O Model was used to
exhibit this suggestion. The findings of this study were partially embedded in the framework.
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Figure 8. Linking the Research Findings to Astin’s I-E-O Model

As Figure 8 shows, aB students confirmed the aB experience demonstrated authenticity,
relevancy, and connectedness as suggested by Kyle Reyes to ensure student success; students
confirmed the aB experience gave them purpose, as indicated by Sunny Hansen’s ILP Theory;
students confirmed that in addition to being exposed to leadership and professional skills as well
as global thinking, they were exposed to soft and hard skills and other career-related abilities.
While all six students discussed in their interviews ways in which they validated their career
and/or academic major interest, only half believed to be better prepared to select an academic
major.
While all interviewed students indicated they received career validation from aB, only half
felt better prepared to select a major after this experience. One might believe that validating a
career interest through hands-on experience would result in students feeling better prepared to
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make career decisions, however, this was not the case. Perhaps more students would have felt
better prepared to select an academic major if (a) career exploration was a component for a
quality program; (b) students were introduced to the aB program as a career development
strategy; (c) if upon completing their aB project, students were invited to a debrief/reflection
session to assist them in making the connection between their experience and selecting an
academic major and/or career; (d) this study may have misrepresented students’ perceptions when
the career validation described by students in the interviews and the preparedness reported in the
survey, is comparable. As is, while this study’s findings match the environment exhibited in the
conceptual framework, a larger sample size would potentially yield results that are deemed more
dependable.
Research limitations. While several limitations were previously identified, not all
remained a concern. The assumption that all aB projects within aB in a FYC follow the Eight
Components of a Quality program (Table 1, p.30) appeared appropriate. All six students
interviewed shared why they believed aB was a positive experience. All students referred to one,
or several components of a quality program. It can be assumed that these components are found
at the core of the program.
While one of the identified limitations did not remain a concern, the others held true,
while a few more limitations arouse. One of the limitations previously identified in this study
involved the demographic composition of the participants. According to Data USA, the Hispanic
or Latino population in this FYC was 63.9% with Black or African American being the secondhighest, at 12.4%, in 2016. The ethnic composition of this study’s purposive sample seems an
accurate representation of the demographic composition of the student population in a FYC. Five
out of six participants were of Hispanic, or Latino background and one participant was of Black
or African American. The perceptions of students reported in this study may not represent
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students of diverse ethnic backgrounds. For example, Hispanic or Latino aB participants may
incline toward international service-based experiences in comparison to their counterparts.
In continuing with the participants, the semester in which they were recruited became a
study’s limitation. While six students were successfully recruited, purposive recruitment was a
challenging task during summertime when the student population is limited. While the support
from the Center for Leadership & Service, academic advisors, and other administrators were
present, students were not on campus and, consequently, expressed little interest in the study.
Recruiting a specialized group during an academic semester would be preferred within higher
education institutions.
Recruitment was a challenge, and so was the scheduling of a face-to-face meeting. The
intention was to meet participants face-to-face as a face-to-face meeting would yield personable
and enriched interviews. Despite the intention to schedule all face-to-face meetings, two students
canceled their face-to-face meeting the day of their appointment and requested virtual meetings.
Students are knowledgeable about the array of technological tools that facilitate everyday tasks,
such as meetings, and often prefer virtual interactions over face-to-face interactions.
Another limitation is found in the data collection methods used in this study. While
students provided rich descriptive data about their experience in a five-to-ten-day aB program, a
service-based program lasting a few days is not often deemed lifechanging. As is, readers and
scholars may question how can a brief service-based program encourages students to make
lifechanging decisions such as the selection of an academic major. Incorporating an interview
before students leave on their aB trip, in addition to the interview conducted after their return,
could have generated more data. Reviewing student journals and utilizing their journal entries as
data collected would be another way to generate data that demonstrate the extent that the aB
experience can be lifechanging.
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In addition to the need for data that demonstrate how a brief service-based program can be
lifechanging, there is a need for data that better answers research question #3 (RQ# 3). The third
research question in this study concerns the ways aB influenced students’ selection of an
academic major and career exploration process. While students reported that through aB, they
validated a career and/or academic major interest, more rich data is not available to better
understand the influence of the aB experience on career development. As is, this study reported
data from a small sample size of six participants; to successfully answer RQ# 3, most researchers
would request a larger sample size to increase trustworthiness.
Trustworthiness and ethical considerations. A goal in this study was to convey
students’ perceptions accurately while tracking the research process and procedures. To achieve
trustworthiness (a) several sources of data collection were used, (b) there was a pilot
administration of the study’s instrument and interview questions, (c) parts of students’ transcripts
were member checked, and (d) during data analysis peer debriefing was used to achieve an
accurate interpretation of data collected.
Through multiple methods of data collection, triangulation may be achieved (Bloomberg
& Volpe, 2012). Triangulation then minimizes potential issues in trustworthiness as data is
analyzed, and the findings of each data collection method, are compared. The pilot administration
of this study’s data collection methods allowed for the identification of potential threats to welldeveloped questions, yielding rich data, and the emergence of valid findings. Moreover, the
questions asked in this study’s survey and during interviews were aligned with the conceptual
framework, the literature, and the study’s research questions. Additionally, on two occasions,
member checks were done. Upon reviewing the transcripts of Christian Calderón and Emily
Echeverría, there was a need for further clarification. Both students were contacted and asked to
verify that the written interpretation of their answers was accurate. Lastly, peer debriefings were
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also done to reach an accurate interpretation of students’ perceptions. The professional who
participated in these peer debriefings is an adjunct professor at a public Florida university. This
female professional is also in a doctoral program finalizing a qualitative study. As such, this peer
is well-familiarized with qualitative work, the process of transcribing to interpret students’
perceptions accurately. Peer debriefings were used in the data analyses of three student
participants: Anna Adams, Ben Báez, and Felicia Flores.
While it was intended to minimizing issues of trustworthiness, a few concerns were
present. The two primary research methods, a survey and an interview were aligned. Although
the questions on both methods of data collection were aligned, the wording slightly varied. The
objective of asking the same question differently was to stimulate student thinking and reflection
to collect rich data. In retrospect, this inconsistency may have led to confusion. For example, the
survey asked if students believed the aB experience to offer authenticity, relevance, and
connectedness. While the survey explicitly asked this, in the interview, students were asked about
the traits an aB program must offer for the experience to be meaningful. In some cases, adjusting
the wording in the data collection methods can lead to triangulation, however, in this study an
inconsistency was noted. Study findings from the survey indicated that three students (50%) felt
better prepared to select an academic major; in the interview, all six students explained how their
career and/or academic major interest were validated through the aB experience. It can be
assumed that career and academic major validation translates to feeling better prepared and more
confident, however, the inconsistency in the way this information was retrieved concluded in an
assumption, not an explicit statement.
The next concern to discussed is related to the study’s ethical considerations. While it was
clear to students that this study was conducted by an outside party, not through the Center for
Leadership & Service at one four-year college, some students may have felt pressured to
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participate. The day the face-to-face meetings were scheduled, two appointments canceled. With
the fear of not recruiting enough students, students were approached in the student center on
campus and asked if they participated in aB in 2019. If students confirmed participation, further
questions were asked to confirm eligibility and interest; if students were not eligible, they were
encouraged to spread the word to friends. Two participants were recruited by other students,
through word of mouth, and those recruits may have felt an obligation. Despite the
abovementioned concerns, the measures taken achieved trustworthiness; the results in this study
are found to be credible and dependable.
Implications for Practice and Research
According to the research findings, the aB experience was authentic, relevant, and
students felt connected to the cause; three areas of focus that, according to Kyle Reyes can lead
students to success. Findings also confirmed that the aB experience gave students a sense of
purpose, as indicated by Sunny Hansen’s ILP Theory. Further, in addition to being exposed to
leadership and professional skills as well as global thinking, students were exposed to soft and
hard skills and other career-related abilities, as suggested by the literature. At least five students
reported an increase in personal growth and self-efficacy. All six students discussed in their
interviews ways in which they validated their career and/or academic major interest. Only half
believed to be better prepared to select an academic major, and two reported to have noticed an
increase in their self-esteem. While this exploratory study served to bring attention to a topic that
has not been previously considered, there are clear implications.
Research on service-based programs such as Alternative Breaks, as it relates to career
exploration, is limited. Available research concentrates on volunteer-type programs and servicelearning programs. The contributions of service-based programs like aB, however, may go
unnoticed if these programs are not researched more closely. According to Piacitelli et al. (2013),
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the structure found in aB programs is conducive to a quality program emphasizing on education,
diversity, direct-service, among other components. The aB experience is enriched with reflection,
encouraging students to examine how their identity relates to broader issues of inequality,
oppression, privilege, and power (Piacitelli et al., 2013). All six participants referred to one or
several aB components of a quality program (Table 1; p.30). The components that were discussed
with more frequency were: training, strong-direct service, diversity and social justice, education,
and reflection. As such, one implication of this study is an insight into which components
students believed enriched their experience. This information can be considered by other
programs and organizations that intend to offer students, consistently, a quality service-based
program.
In addition to this study, offering insight into the most valued components of a quality
program, another implication is the transferability of the findings. Break Away’s Alternative
Break program is a large non-profit organization. There are approximately 220 colleges and
universities in the United States with an active aB program; the count is closer to 400 when
including aB programs at institutions not actively affiliated with Break Away (M. Foley, personal
communication, September 20, 2019). The reported number of participating colleges and
universities with an aB program may equal the number of schools that offer students an
experience that may contribute to career readiness. That is, while this study explored the aB
program at OFYC learning the experience contributed in many ways to career readiness, a
minimum of 220 colleges and universities may find these findings, relevant.
This study’s findings suggest that career readiness is a possible outcome of the aB
program. That is, after participating in the aB program, students are better prepared to select an
academic major. Utilizing service-based experiences such as the aB program as a careerdevelopment strategy is a recommendation. This study’s findings, however, also suggest that aB
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experience requires reflection; students need to internalize the experience to make an academic
major and/or career decision. To provide students with adequate career-development guidance,
HEIs should consider appointing academic advisors to this task. Training academic advisors to
assist students with connecting the aB experience to a career-related decision should help with
making service-based programs a valuable career-development strategy.
Recommendations for Future Research
In further analyzing data collected and reviewing study findings, suggestions for future
research, arise. Exploratory research is often a foundation of grounded theory studies. That is,
exploratory research is the initial step to exploring an activity or situation that has not yet been
considered. The newly discovered phenomenon is then more thoroughly researched in the form
of a grounded theory study. In keeping with this, below are some suggestions for future research.
The first consideration for a future study encompasses some of the things that would be
done differently if this study was conducted all over again. The study would use the mixedmethod approach, surveying a larger sample size, and interviewing a group in more depth. The
study would require that students engage in a pre and post aB interview. The hope is that adding
a pre-interview can generate rich data, and surveying a larger sample increases dependability.
It is also intriguing to see how would this study’s findings differ if students were not
aligned with a social issue of interest. In this study, all six student participants indicated they
received a career and/or major validation through the aB program. The six students, however,
also indicated they had chosen the social issue addressed in their aB program. That is, all
participants were aligned with their interests. It is worth exploring if the successful alignment to a
social issue of interest is crucial to receive career validation; if students attribute their ability to
gain career validation, to the fact that they had a personal or career interest in the social issue
being addressed.
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Another consideration for future research is creating a pilot program with a cohort of
freshmen that participate in a career-oriented aB program; a cohort that receives guidance
allowing them to connect the aB experience to the things they value in a potential career. Such
guidance can be offered by specialized academic advisors who are tasked to work with this
experimental group. Comparing the experience of this pilot group, to a controlled group of aB
students, may yield meaningful insight into the value of service-based experiences that are
intentionally guided to be a career exploration opportunity. Results from this research
recommendation may have significant implications on current strategies used by undergraduate
education departments in HIEs, that assist the exploratory/undecided student population with
selecting an academic major.
With the realization the aB experience inspires students to take action and have an active
role as a member of society, an added research consideration involves investigating how an aB
experience has influenced students’ future. That is, connecting with aB alumni to determine
which decisions they report to have made, as a result of an aB experience. Such a study would
provide insight into the long-term effects of the aB experience on students’ life and career
choices.
Similarly, four out of six student participants had an international aB experience. While
students do not select an aB site based on the geographical location, international sites may offer
students experience different to local and national sites. As such, exploring the differences in the
gains of aB sites, per its geographical location, may be appropriate.
The last research consideration to consider involves looking at other real-world servicebased experiences made available to college students, outside the aB program in a FYC. At this
FYC other service-based programs also begin with recruitment in the fall semester and execute
their service program during Spring break. Global Community Engagement (GCE) is one
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program that has been active at this FYC since 2007. Much like aB, GCE is well-known on
campus as a service-based program offering students a meaningful and authentic hands-on
experience. Studying similar programs to compare findings would be an appropriate research
consideration.
Conclusion
This study explored an unprecedented career-development strategy; the service-based
experience offered by the Alternative Breaks program at one four-year college, to obtain an
understanding of how this experience may prepare students for the selection of an academic
major. Data collected for this qualitative exploratory study confirmed the applied conceptual
framework of Astin’s I-E-O Model. It was confirmed that students experienced personal growth
and professional development. This hands-on experience allowed students to gain field-related
knowledge and to develop several career-related skills specific to their aB project. Further,
students were able to validate their career interests through the aB experience. While the
literature has purported that such gains lead to students feeling better prepared to select an
academic major, only 50% of students in this study indicated agreement with this finding. To that
end, while enriched service-based experiences may prepare students for selecting an academic
major, ensuring that students internalize the experience and make connections to their overall life,
is essential for achieving the desired output; to feel better prepared for the selection of an
academic major.
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Appendix C: Research Consent

Informed Consent to Participate in Research
Information to Consider Before Taking Part in this Research Study
Pro # 00040358
Researchers at the University of South Florida (USF) study many topics. To do this, we need the
help of people who agree to take part in a research study. This form tells you about this research
study. We are asking you to take part in a research study that is called: Students’ Perception on
Alternative Break Experiences and Selecting an Academic Major in One Four-Year College. The
person who is in charge of this research study is Bianny F. Collado. This person is called the
Principal Investigator.
Purpose of the Study
The purpose of this qualitative exploratory study is to describe in-depth, a phenomenon; how the
service-based experience, offered through Alternative Breaks (aB), may prepare you for the
selection of an academic major.
Why are you being asked to take part?
We are asking you to take part in this research study because you are a student in this FYC who
has participated in aB this year, 2019, and have insight on how the aB experience may have
prepared you for the selection of an academic major.
Study Procedures
This qualitative exploratory study will only enroll up to six students. After the maximum number
of allowed participants is reached, recruitment will end, and no other student will be allowed to
participate. If after completing the pre-screening questionnaire you are eligible to participate, you
will be asked to meet with me, the researcher, face-to-face in a 1-hour meeting. For your
convenience, the meeting will take place in a FYC. During the 1-hour meeting, you will be
briefed on the purpose of the study and the confidentiality that is promised. Further, during this
1-hr meeting, you will be asked to take a 10 min online survey and participate in a 30-min
interview.
The online survey, titled Service through Alternative Breaks, should take no more than 10
minutes to complete, online. While you will be provided with a devise to take this online survey,
you do have the option of using your own devise. I do ask that you read each question carefully,
answer it to the best of your ability, and select I don’t know if unsure.
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The interview portion of the meeting should take no more than 20 minutes. A total of 1o
questions will be asked. The goal behind conducting the interview is to fill up in gaps in my
understanding of your story.
After completing both, the online survey and the interview, you will have an opportunity to ask
questions. During this time, I will give you, once again my contact information in case any
questions arise, after our meeting.
Please note that while I prefer to meet with you face-to-face, I understand that you may not be
available. If you are unable to meet face-to-face, we will discuss, meeting virtually through
Skype.
Alternatives / Voluntary Participation / Withdrawal
You have the alternative to choose not to participate in this research study.
You should only take part in this study if you want to volunteer; you are free to participate in this
research or withdraw at any time. There will be no penalty or loss of benefits you are entitled to
receive if you stop taking part in this study. Your decision to participate or not to participate will
not affect your student status, grades, recommendations, or access to future courses or training
opportunities. Furthermore, your decision to participate will not affect your current status in the
Alternative Break program.
Benefits and Risks
We are unsure if you will receive any benefits by taking part in this research study.
This research is considered to be minimal risk.
Compensation
We will not pay you for the time you volunteer while being in this study.
Privacy and Confidentiality
We will do our best to keep your records private and confidential. We cannot guarantee absolute
confidentiality. Your personal information may be disclosed if required by law. It is possible,
although unlikely, that unauthorized individuals could gain access to your responses because you
are responding online on the survey.
Certain people may need to see your study records. The only people who will be allowed to see
these records are: Principal Investigator, research team, and the University of South Florida
Institutional Review Board (IRB).
•

It is possible, although unlikely, that unauthorized individuals could gain access to your
responses. Confidentiality will be maintained to the degree permitted by the technology
used. No guarantees can be made regarding the interception of data sent via the Internet.
However, your participation in this online survey involves risks similar to a person’s
everyday use of the Internet.

Contact Information
If you have any questions about your rights as a research participant, please contact the USF IRB
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at (813) 974-5638 or contact by email at RSCH-IRB@usf.edu. If you have questions regarding
the research, please contact the Principal Investigator at BiannyFdez@gmail.com or 305-2826441.
We may publish what we learn from this study. If we do, we will not let anyone know your name.
We will not publish anything else that would let people know who you are. You can print a copy
of this consent form for your records.
I freely give my consent to take part in this study. I understand that by proceeding with this prescreening questionnaire, I am agreeing to take part in research and I am 18 years of age or older.
Link to pre-screening questionnaire:
https://usf.az1.qualtrics.com/jfe/form/SV_7VYQvxsyjhg8J6Z
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Appendix D: aB Participant Application
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Appendix E: SAB Information Form

SAB- Information Form
Start of Block: Block 1

Q1
Hello, thank you for your interest in participating in this study. The purpose of this study is to
gain in-depth understanding of how the experienced gained through Alternative Breaks, may
prepare you for selecting an academic major.
Before committing to participating in this study, please review the study's consent form.

Q2
Hello, thank you for your interest in participating in this study. The purpose of this study is to
gain in-depth understanding of how the experienced gained through Alternative Breaks, may
prepare you for selecting an academic major.

Before committing to participating in this study, please review the study's consent form.
End of Block: Block 1
Start of Block: Block 2

Q3
If you consent to participating in this study, please proceed to completing a 2-minute prescreening questionnaire.
Note: if you have questions about the study and/or consent form, you may exit this screen and
contact the researcher, Bianny F Collado at: BiannyFdez@gmail.com
End of Block: Block 2
Start of Block: Block 3

Q4
Thank you for agreeing to take a 2-minute pre-screening questionnaire. Once we review your
eligibility we will contact you to inform you if you've been accepted as a participant or, if you are
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ineligible to participate in this study.

Q5 Full Name
________________________________________________________________

Q6 E-mail Address
________________________________________________________________

Q7 Phone Number
________________________________________________________________

Q8 Gender

o Male (1)
o Female (2)
o Other (3)
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Q9 Ethnicity

o White (1)
o Hispanic or Latino (2)
o Black or African American (3)
o Native American or American Indian (4)
o Asian or Pacific Islander (5)
o Other (6)
Q10 I was between the ages of 18 and 22 when I participated in a 2019 aB service project?

o Yes (1)
o No (2)
Q11 I participated in an aB project in Spring 2019?

o Yes (1)
o No (2)
Q12 The Spring 2019 aB project I participated in, lasted:

o 3-5 days (1)
o 5-10 days (2)
o Over 10 days (3)
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Q13 During Spring 2019, I served in aB as a:

o Participant (1)
o Site Leader (2)
o Steering Committee (3)
o Other (4)
Q14 Which best describes you?

o Prior to participating in an aB service project, I knew, or thought I knew, which major I
was pursuing. I had a 'declared' major. (1)

o Prior to participating in an aB service project, I DID NOT know which major I was
pursuing. I was an 'exploratory' student. (2)

o Prior to participating in an aB service project, I had a 'declared' major but was unsure of it.
I was declared but with reservations. (3)

Q15 My current declared major is? (e.g. Accounting)
________________________________________________________________
End of Block: Block 3
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Appendix F: Service through aB Survey

Service through Alternative Breaks
Start of Block: Default Question Block

Q1
Hello, thank you for participating in this study. The purpose of this study is to gain in-depth
understanding of how the experienced gained through Alternative Breaks, may prepare you for
selecting an academic major.

Providing your contact information is REQUIRED since this is an exploratory study and we will
be meeting for a brief interview. Please do know that your name will not be disclosed, and your
contact information will only be used by me, the researcher.

In order for your responses to make a full contribution to this study, we ask that you take a minute
to think about each question before answering. I also ask that you answer each question on this
survey. This survey should not take more than 10 minutes.

Q2 Full Name
________________________________________________________________

Q3 E-mail Address
________________________________________________________________

Q4 Phone Number
________________________________________________________________
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Q5 Gender

o Male (1)
o Female (2)
o Other (3)
Q6 Ethnicity

o White (1)
o Hispanic or Latino (2)
o Black or African American (3)
o Native American or American Indian (4)
o Asian or Pacific Islander (5)
o Other (6)
Q7 I participated in an aB project in Spring 2019?

o Yes (1)
o No (2)
Q8 I was between the ages of 18 and 22 when I participated in a 2019 aB service project?

o Yes (1)
o No (2)
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Q9 I participated in the following number of aB service projects between the years 2015 to
present?
▼ 1 (1) ... More than 5 (6)

Q10 Through aB, I participated in: (check all that apply)

▢Local Service- Service in the state of Florida. (e.g. Immokalee) (1)
▢National Service- Service in the United States. (e.g. Colorado) (2)
▢International Service- Service outside the United States. (e.g. Nicaragua) (3)

Q11 Please list the locations/sites, where you have traveled to do service work through aB. (e.g.
New York, Dominican Republic)
________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________

Q12 Which best describes you?

o Prior to participating in an aB service project, I knew, or thought I knew, which major I
was pursuing. I had a 'declared' major. (1)

o Prior to participating in an aB service project, I DID NOT know which major I was
pursuing. I was an 'exploratory' student. (2)

o Prior to participating in an aB service project, I had a 'declared' major but was unsure of it.
I was declared but with reservations. (3)
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Q13 My current declared major is? (e.g. Accounting)___________________
Q14 Participating in an aB service project impacted me in the following ways: (check all that
apply)

▢Interests- it helped me identify my interests. (1)
▢Purpose in life- it got me thinking about my purpose in life. (2)
▢Skills- it helped me identify, learn, and/or use my skills. (3)
▢Selecting an academic major- it got me thinking about which major I should declare. (4)
▢Changing my academic major- it made me realize that I should change my already chosen
major. (5)
▢
Career options - it made me think of the options I have and which careers I should/should
not consider. (6)
▢
Dreams- it helped me establish dreams and inspired me to work toward realizing them.
(7)

▢Goal setting- it taught and encouraged me to set personal and professional goals. (8)
▢Time management- it taught me how to manage my time effectively. (9)
▢Priorities- it made me identify and value my priorities. (10)
▢Education- it made me value earning a higher education degree. (11)
▢
Career resources- it informed me of the career assessments and resources available to me
on/off campus. (12)

▢Networking- it made me realize the importance of networking. (13)
▢Interviewing- it taught me how to effectively interview for a desired position. (14)
▢
Salaries- it informed me of the salary/wages of particular academic majors and/or careers.
(15)
▢
Other- please tell us in what ways did your aB/ASB experience contribute to your
development. (16) ________________________________________________
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▢aB DID NOT IMPACT ME IN ANY WAY. (17)
Q15 Overall, I feel that after participating in an aB service project, I gained LEADERSHIP
SKILLS? For example, recognizing my strengths and weaknesses, and how to effectively
communicate, problem-solve and how to think critically.

o Yes (1)
o No (2)
o I don't know (3)
Q16 Overall, I feel that after participating in an aB service project, I gained PROFESSIONAL
SKILLS? For example, prioritizing, committing to the completion of tasks, and time
management.

o Yes (1)
o No (2)
o I don't know (3)
Q17 Overall, I feel that after participating in an aB service project, I gained GLOBAL
THINKING? For example, learning to appreciate diverse perspectives while gaining sensitivity
and awareness about issues and concerns that are of optimal importance in society.

o Yes (1)
o No (2)
o I don't know (3)
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Q18 I believe that the aB service project is: (check all that apply)

▢Authentic- a genuine and real experience. (1)
▢
Relevant- an experience that is appropriate to life and what you find to be important in
life. (2)
▢
Connectedness- an experience that is linked to your life at a personal and professional
level. (3)
▢
aB IS NOT AN AUTHENTIC, RELEVANT, NOR DOES IT OFFER
CONNECTEDNESS. (4)

Q19 I believe that the aB service project increased my: (check all that apply)

▢
Self-esteem- my overall evaluation of myself and my self-worth. The opinion I have of
myself. (1)
▢
Self-efficacy- my ability to perform a task and my ability to face a situation. How
equipped I feel I am to learn new things and accomplish my goals. (2)

▢
Personal growth- my ability to engage in the ongoing process of understanding and
developing myself to achieve my fullest potential. (3)
▢

aB DID NOT INCREASE MY SELF-ESTEEM, SELF-EFFICACY, NOR MY
PERSONAL GROWTH. (4)

Q20 I believe that the aB service project made me realized that: (check all that apply)

▢
It is important to me that I find meaning in the work that I do as part of my career while
integrating my personal values into work. (1)
▢It is possible to explore spirituality, purpose and meaning through my career. (2)
▢aB DID NOT MAKE ME REALIZE NEITHER OF THESE. (3)
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Q21 Which best describes you?

o After participating in an aB service project, I felt better prepared to select an academic
major. I was able to validate my previous interest, narrow down to good options, thereby
eliminating some majors and/or declared an academic major. (1)

o After participating in an aB service project, I felt the same about my academic major.
There was no change. (2)

Q22 How certain did you feel about selecting an academic major before participating in an aB
experience? (0 represents not confident, 5 represents very confident)
0
1
2
3
4
5

Q23 How certain did you feel about selecting an academic major after participating in an aB
experience? (0 represents not confident, 5 represents very confident)
0
1
2
3
4
5

Q24 For those who participated in an aB project more than once: Did you feel more certain about
the major you selected, as you increased the number of aB projects?

o Not applicable-I only participated in one aB experience. (1)
o Yes, I felt more confident with each added aB experience. (3)
o No, I did not feel more confident with each added aB experience, I felt the same. (4)
End of Block: Default Question Block
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Appendix G: Participant Invitation
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Appendix H: IRB Letter of Approval

May 1, 2019
Bianny Collado College of Education Tampa, FL 33612
RE: Exempt Certification
IRB#: Pro00040358
Title: STUDENTS’ PERCEPTIONS ON ALTERNATIVE BREAK EXPERIENCES AND
SELECTING AN ACADEMIC MAJOR IN ONE FOUR-YEAR COLLEGE

Dear Ms. Collado:
On 5/1/2019, the Institutional Review Board (IRB) determined that your research meets criteria
for exemption from the federal regulations as outlined by 45 CFR 46.104(d):
(2) Research that only includes interactions involving educational tests(cognitive, diagnostic,
aptitude, achievement), survey procedures, interview procedures, or observation of public
behavior (including visual or auditory recording) if at least one of the following criteria is met:(i)
The information obtained is recorded by the investigator in such a manner that the identity of the
human subjects cannot readily be ascertained, directly or through identifiers linked to the subjects;
(ii) Any disclosure of the human subjects’ responses outside the research would not reasonably
place the subjects at risk of criminal or civil liability or be damaging to the subjects’ financial
standing, employability, educational advancement, or reputation; or (iii) The information obtained
is recorded by the investigator in such a manner that the identity of the human subjects can readily
be ascertained, directly or through identifiers linked to the subjects, and an IRB conducts a limited
IRB review to make the determination required by 45 CFR 46.111(a)(7).
As the principal investigator for this study, it is your responsibility to ensure that this research is
conducted as outlined in your application and consistent with the ethical principles outlined in the
Belmont Report and with USF HRPP policies and procedures.
Please note, as per USF HRPP Policy, once the exempt determination is made, the application is
closed in ARC. This does not limit your ability to conduct the research. Any proposed or
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anticipated change to the study design that was previously declared exempt from IRB oversight
must be submitted to the IRB as a new study prior to initiation of the change. However,
administrative changes, including changes in research personnel, do not warrant an Amendment
or new application.
We appreciate your dedication to the ethical conduct of human subjects research at the
University of South Florida and your continued commitment to human research protections. If
you have any questions regarding this matter, please call 813-974-5638.
Sincerely,

Melissa Sloan, PhD, Vice Chairperson USF Institutional Review Board
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